
The medieval trading center 
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At the end of the 12th century, the city emerged from the two merchant settlements Berlin and 

Cölln, located on both sides of the Spree river in what is now the Mitte borough. In 2008, 

state archaeologists found an oak beam that probably dates back to 1183, making Berlin 54 

years older than was previously assumed. The excavations took place at Petriplatz (Museum 

island, close to the church of our contact person), one of the oldest places in the city. 

1237 

Berlin dates its official founding to 1237, the year of the first recorded mention of Cölln. The 

first documentary reference to Berlin followed in 1244. 

1280 

Berlin is given a new town seal depicting, for the first time, two bears. 

1230 

The church Nikolaikirche (St. Nicholas’s) is built in the area known today as the 

Nikolaiviertel. The first documentary reference of the Marienkirche (St. Mary’s) dates from 

1292. 

1307 

Berlin and Cölln form a union in order to protect and expand their rights against the margrave. 

Twelve aldermen from Berlin and six from Cölln hold their meetings in the new town hall 

they share. Each town has its own administration and budget, maintaining internal 

independence while presenting a united front to the outside world. 

1356 

The Mark Brandenburg becomes an Electorate. 

1360 



Berlin-Cölln becomes a member of the Hanseatic League, representing the cities of its region 

at the League’s meetings in Lübeck. This association of merchants and cities permits the 

development of wide-ranging trade relations, but Berlin-Cölln carries no great weight in the 

League. The city gives up its membership in 1518. 

1390 

A Berlin town hall on the site of the northwest corner of today’s Berlin Town Hall in the 

Mitte borough is mentioned for the first time. 

1400 

Berlin and Cölln have roughly 8,500 inhabitants and 1,100 buildings. Between them, the twin 

cities have three town halls, three hospitals, churches, and monasteries with residences for the 

clergy and the court of the margrave. 

 

The electors’ residence 
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1411 

Administration and control of the Mark is given to the Burgrave of Nuremberg, the 
Hohenzollern Friedrich VI, initiating 500 years of Hohenzollern rule in Berlin. At the Council 
of Constance in 1415, King Sigismund elevates him to the rank of Elector and Margrave of 
Brandenburg as Friedrich I. 

1432 

Berlin and Cölln merge to form a single municipality. The elector Friedrich II puts an end to 
this joint administration in 1442 in the interest of expanding his own powers. 

1443 



The foundation stone of what will become Berlin’s City Palace is laid on the “Spree island” in 
Cölln. Construction and reconstruction continue until 1716, when the building takes its final 
form. 

1486 

The elector Johann Cicero makes the palace in Cölln the permanent residence of the 
Brandenburg electors of the Hohenzollerns. Becoming the seat of the ruler boosts the city’s 
political significance, but also entails a loss of its freedoms. 

1500 

Berlin and Cölln have a population of around 12,000. 

1539 

Reformation in Brandenburg: on November 1, for the first time, the elector Joachim II takes 
communion according to Lutheran rites in Spandau’s St. Nicholas church. The town council 
and the citizens of Berlin/Cölln follow his example a day later in a public ceremony. In the 
summer of 1540, the Reformation is made binding by a new church ordinance for all of 
Brandenburg. 

1571 

The inn “Zum Nussbaum” opens in Cölln on the southern tip of Fisher Island (Fischerinsel) in 
a building that was destroyed in 1943. As Berlin’s oldest recorded inn, it is reconstructed 
from 1986 to 1987 in the Nikolaiviertel. 

1647 

An avenue is laid out between the City Palace and the Tiergarten, the elector’s hunting 
preserve west of the city, and is later known as Unter den Linden. 

1648 

By the end of the Thirty Years’ War, the population of Berlin/Cölln has dropped by half to 
6,000. 

1658 

Until 1683, Berlin and Cölln are built up to create a fortress in the form of a star with 13 
bastions. Remains of these fortifications can still be seen near the Märkisches Museum. 

1671 

Berlin’s Jewish community is founded. By 1700 it has grown to a total of more than a 
thousand people and 114 families. One year later, the Huguenot community is founded with 
an initial 100 members. By 1677, the community numbers more than 700. 

1685 



Friedrich Wilhelm, the Great Elector, issues the Edict of Potsdam. Many of the Huguenots 
being persecuted in France for their faith move to Berlin and Mark Brandenburg. Starting as 
early as 1661, the Great Elector issued a number of edicts easing restrictions on immigration 
for new settlers and people suffering religious persecution. 
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1688 

The population reaches 20,000. Thanks to the many immigrants, trade and the economy 
experience sustained growth. 

1695 

The elector Friedrich III has a palace built for his wife, Sophie Charlotte, west of Berlin/Cölln 
near Lietzenburg. After her death in 1705, it is renamed Charlottenburg Palace. 

The Hohenzollerns in Berlin 
 Elector Friedrich I of Brandenburg (1371-1440), elector from 1415 to 1440 

 Friedrich II (“the Iron”) (1413-1471), elector from 1440 to 1470 

 Albrecht Achilles (1414-1486), elector from 1470 to 1486 

 Johann Cicero (1455-1499), elector from 1486 to 1499 

 Joachim I Nestor (1484-1535), elector from 1499 to 1535 

 Joachim II Hektor (1505-1571), elector from 1535 to 1571 

 Johann Georg (1525-1598), elector from 1571 to 1598 

 Joachim Friedrich (1546-1608), elector from 1598 to 1608 

 Johann Sigismund (1572-1619), elector from 1608 to 1619 

 Georg Wilhelm (1595-1640), elector from 1619 to 1640 

 Friedrich Wilhelm (1620-1688), “the Great Elector,” elector from 1640 to 1688 

 Friedrich III (1657-1713), elector from 1688 - 1701, then king until 1713 as Friedrich 
I 

 Friedrich Wilhelm I, “the Soldier King“ (1688-1740), king from 1713 to 1740 

 Friedrich II, “the Great” (1712-1786), king from 1740 to 1786 

 Friedrich Wilhelm II, “fat William” (1744-1797), king from 1786 to 1797 

 Friedrich Wilhelm III (1770-1840), king from 1797 to 1840 

 Friedrich Wilhelm IV (1795-1861), king from 1840 to 1858 

 Wilhelm I (1797-1888), regent 1858 – 1861, king 1861 – 1888, emperor 1871 – 1888 

 Friedrich III (1831-1888), king and emperor 1888 

 Wilhelm II (1859-1941), king and emperor from 1888 to 1918 

 



The royal capital 
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1701 

On 18 January 1701 in Königsberg, the elector Friedrich III has himself crowned Friedrich I, 

King in Prussia. Berlin becomes the royal residence. 

1709 

King Friedrich I decrees the unification of the five towns of Berlin, Cölln, Friedrichswerder, 

Dorotheenstadt, and Friedrichstadt to form the capital and royal residence of Berlin. The 

unified city has a population of 55,000. 

1717 

Compulsory school attendance is introduced in Berlin, although it takes several decades for it 

to become established. 

1726 

A cabinet decree of Friedrich I converts a “plague house” built in 1709 at the lower end of the 

Spree river into the Charité. Today the Charité is Berlin’s oldest hospital and, at the same 

time, Germany’s oldest medical school. 

1732 

Until 1739, around 1,200 Bohemians settle in Berlin to escape religious persecution. In 1737 

they found Böhmisch-Rixdorf (now Neukölln). 

1734 

Until 1737, the city fortifications erected from 1658 to 1683 are torn down and replaced by a 

14.5 km customs (excise) wall. It contains an area covering 1,330 hectares with a population 

of 80,000. This area remains almost unchanged until 1841. 
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Starting in 1740, Berlin develops into a center of the Enlightenment and of constant 

construction under Friedrich the Great. The large representative buildings put up in this era 

still dominate the cityscape around Unter den Linden: the Armory (Zeughaus, completed 

already in 1707 - photo), the Palace of the Crown Prince (Kronprinzenpalais, 1732), the Opera 

Palace (Opernpalais, 1737), the Staatsoper opera house (1742), the Prince Heinrich Palace 

(Prinz-Heinrich-Palais, 1756, now Humboldt University), St. Hedwig’s Cathedral (1773), and 

the Old Library (Alte Bibliothek, 1780). 

1763 

Friedrich II purchases the porcelain factory started by the merchant Johann Ernst Gotzkowsky 

in 1761 on Leipziger Strasse and founds the Königliche Porzellanmanufaktur (royal porcelain 

factory – KPM). The wool manufacturer Wilhelm Caspar Wegely had opened Berlin’s first 

porcelain factory in 1751 on Neue Friedrichstrasse. 

1764 

The first German-language theater opens in Berlin on Behrenstrasse. Plays had been 

performed only in foreign languages, usually French, before that. The first recorded theater 

performance in Berlin took place at the palace in Cölln in 1541. 

1770 

The bridle path from the City Palace to Tiergarten that was laid out in 1647 is expanded into a 

magnificent avenue (Unter den Linden). 

1791 

Brandenburg Gate, under construction by Carl Gotthard Langhans since 1788, is officially 

opened. The Gate is crowned with Johann Gottfried Schadow’s quadriga in 1793. 

1792 

The road from Berlin to Potsdam is opened as Prussia’s first paved highway. 

1795 



Berlin gets its first steam engine. The cotton manufacturer Johann Georg Sieburg uses the 

engine, which came from England, to power spinning machines. 

1800 

Berlin has around 170,000 inhabitants, 25,000 of whom are soldiers, and 7,200 private and 

public buildings. 

1805 

The cattle market and parade ground just outside the city wall is named Alexanderplatz in 

honor of the Russian czar Alexander I, who visits Berlin in October 1805. 

1806 

On October 27 the French emperor Napoleon and his troops march through Brandenburg Gate 

into Berlin. French troops occupy the city until December 1808, and French rule in Prussia is 

finally ended only in 1814. 

1809 

New municipal legislation drafted by Baron vom Stein goes into effect in Prussia and grants 

Berlin wide powers of self-government. Elected for the first time, a city assembly puts 

forward a mayoral candidate to be approved by the king. 
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1810 

Berlin’s first university, today’s Humboldt University, opens in the Prince Heinrich Palace on 

Unter den Linden. Johann Gottlieb Fichte becomes its first president. 

1816 

The continent’s first steam locomotive is manufactured in the royal iron foundry established 

in 1804 on the Panke river. 

1824 

The city’s economic growth attracts many new workers to Berlin. The first tenements are built 

on Gartenstrasse near Hamburger Tor. 

1826 



Gas lighting is put into operation in Berlin for the first time on Unter den Linden. 
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1830 

The Altes Museum (Old Museum), built by Karl Friedrich Schinkel, opens at the Spree 

island’s Lustgarten in the first building in Prussia designed to be a museum. 

1837 

August Borsig lays the foundation stone for his machine factory on Chausseestrasse in 

Wedding. Many manufacturing facilities, some of which achieve world renown, are to follow: 

Siemens (1847), Schwartzkopff (1852), Schering (1864), and AEG (1883), among others. 

1838 

Potsdam and Berlin are connected by Prussia’s first railroad line. 

1844 

The Zoologischer Garten is opened on the southwestern edge of the Tiergarten park as 

Germany’s first zoo and, until 1900, the world’s largest. 

1846 

As a counterpart to the (royal) Tiergarten park, Volkspark Friedrichshain, covering 52 

hectares, is opened on the grounds of a former vineyard in the densely populated eastern part 

of the city as the first recreational area for all social classes (official opening 1848). Even 

today, it is Berlin’s second-largest park (next to the Tiergarten) and has given its name to the 

surrounding borough. 

1847 

The growing city attracts a stream of new residents. Berlin’s population, including the 

adjacent areas, grows to more than 400,000, while large parts of the population sink into 

poverty as a result of burgeoning industrialization. Caring for the poor takes up 40 percent of 

the city’s budget. 

1848 



Social hardship and the curtailment of political freedoms result in the outbreak of a 

democratic, middle-class revolution in March. Despite early successes, the revolution ends in 

November 1848 with the arrival of 13,000 Prussian soldiers under the command of General 

Friedrich von Wrangel and the imposition of a state of emergency until July 1849. Most of the 

rebels killed are buried in the cemetery dedicated to them (“Friedhof der Märzgefallenen”) at 

Volkspark Friedrichhain. Platz des 18. März, the square west of Brandenburg Gate, also 

commemorates this revolution. 

1856 

Berlin’s first waterworks goes into operation as a part of extensive plans for a modern water 

supply system. 

1861 

The incorporation of a number of suburbs (Wedding, Gesundbrunnen, and Moabit, as well as 

parts of Charlottenburg, Schöneberg, Tempelhof, and Rixdorf) brings the city’s area from 35 

to 59 square km and the population to roughly 550,000. 
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1869 

The new Berlin Town Hall, still in use today, is completed and, because of its red-brick 

construction, quickly dubbed the “Red Town Hall.” 

1871 

Berlin has 826,815 inhabitants within the city boundaries and 105,169 in its suburbs. 

 

The imperial capital 
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1871 

Berlin becomes the capital of the German Reich. This boost in political status, 

industrialization, and the economic boom of the next few decades give rise to many new 

businesses in the city. Berlin becomes the empire’s political, economic, and scientific capital. 

1874 

The Berlin city planner James Hobrecht starts work on an extensive drainage system for the 

capital. The first municipal hospital opens in Friedrichshain. 

1875 

The General German Workers’ Association (Allgemeiner Deutscher Arbeiterverein – ADAV) 

founded by Ferdinand Lasalle in 1863 and the Social Democratic Workers’ Party 

(Sozialdemokratische Arbeiterpartei – SDAP) founded in 1869 under the leadership of August 

Bebel and Wilhelm Liebknecht unite in Gotha in May to form the Socialist Workers’ Party of 

Germany (Sozialistische Arbeiterpartei Deutschlands – SDAP) based in Berlin. In 1890 the 

party renames itself the Social Democratic Party of Germany (Sozialdemokratische Partei 

Deutschlands – SPD). The SPD dates its own founding to the founding of the ADAV in 1863. 

1877 

The population grows to more than a million. 

1878 

Legislation outlawing the organizations, publications, and meetings of Social Democrats, 

viewed as “enemies of the German Reich,” is introduced and not repealed until 1890. 

1879 

Siemens & Halske present the world’s first electric railway at the Berlin Industrial Exhibition. 

In 1881 the world’s first electric streetcar is introduced in Lichterfelde. 

1882 



The log road connecting the city with the royal hunting lodge in Grunewald is revamped to 

form a splendid avenue, Kurfürstendamm, modeled on the Champs-Elyseés in Paris and 

extending to Halensee. Housing in the “new west” around Kurfürstendamm draws prominent, 

wealthy residents, and the area becomes a popular place for the cultural scene to meet. 

1883 

The Deutsches Theater opens on Schumannstrasse. The Neues Theater on Schiffbauerdamm 

follows in 1892 and later becomes the home of Berthold Brecht’s Berliner Ensemble. 

1890 

The first May Day celebrations of the workers’ movement take place in Berlin on May 1. An 

absolute majority of Berliners votes for Social Democrats in the Reichstag elections. 

1891 

The Berlin mechanical engineer Otto Lilienthal makes the first successful gliding flight in 

history (25 meters). Lilienthal died in a flying accident in 1896. The Lilienthal memorial at 

the “Fliegeberg,” his artificial hill in Lichterfelde, and today’s Otto Lilienthal Airport in Tegel 

commemorate him and his pioneering achievement. 

1900 

Berlin has a population of almost 1.9 million; including the population of the 23 suburbs, a 

total of 2.5 million people live in the greater metropolitan area. According to a 1903 housing 

survey, Berlin is the world’s largest tenement city. It has a total of one million apartments, 

400,000 of which have only one room; another 300,000 are two-room apartments. 

1902 

Berlin’s first U-Bahn (underground railway) line goes into operation between Warschauer 

Brücke and Knie (today’s Ernst-Reuter-Platz). 

1906 

As the “Captain of Köpenick,” the cobbler Wilhelm Voigt dons a soldier’s uniform and orders 

real soldiers to occupy the Köpenick Town Hall, arrest the mayor, and confiscate the town 

treasury. 

1907 

The department store Kaufhaus des Westens (KaDeWe) opens at Wittenbergplatz in the city’s 

“new west.” 

1911 

The Kaiser Wilhelm Society for the Promotion of Science (now the Max Planck Society) is 

founded. In addition to the sciences, culture, business, and research flourish. Figures like Max 

Liebermann and Walter Leistikow (Berlin Secession 1898), Max Reinhardt, Rudolf Virchow, 



Adolf von Harnack, Max Planck, and Theodor Mommsen enhance Berlin’s international 

reputation. 

1911/1912 

Berlin joins with Charlottenburg, Schöneberg, Wilmersdorf, Lichtenberg, Spandau, and the 

Niederbarnim and Teltow districts to form Greater Berlin. 

1912 

The population within the city boundaries climbs above two million. 

1914-1918 

During the First World War, it becomes more and more difficult to feed the millions of people 

living in the city. Hunger and war-weariness lead to massive strikes in Berlin towards the end 

of the war. 

1918 

Revolution in Berlin: on November 9, Chancellor Prince von Baden declares the abdication of 

Kaiser Wilhelm II and hands over the government to Friedrich Ebert (SPD). Philipp 

Scheidemann proclaims the “Free German Republic” from a balcony of the Reichstag, while 

Karl Liebknecht proclaims the “Free Socialist Republic of Germany” from a balcony of the 

Berlin palace. 

 

The cosmopolitan city of the Weimar 

Republic 
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1918 

The First World War ends on November 11 with an armistice, after Kaiser Wilhelm II is 

ousted and flees into exile in the Netherlands. The Social Democratic politician Philipp 

Scheidemann proclaims the “German Republic” from a window of the Reichstag on 9 

November 1918. The Social Democrat Friedrich Ebert becomes chancellor. 



On December 30, Karl Liebknecht, Rosa Luxemburg, and Wilhelm Pieck found the German 

Communist Party (KPD) in Berlin in the grand hall of the Prussian House of Representatives. 

 

1919 

The Spartacist uprising of the KPD and Independent Social Democratic Party (USPD) is 

crushed in Berlin in January, and Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg are arrested and 

murdered in the Tiergarten by Freikorps troops on January 15. 

 

A new Berlin city assembly is elected on February 29 – for the first time not according to the 

three-class electoral system. The USPD, which had split off from the SPD in 1917, receives 

47 seats, while the SPD receives 46, giving the two parties 93 seats out of a total of 144. In 

another first, 25 women are represented in the city parliament. Gustav Böß becomes lord 

mayor. 

1920 

On March 13, parts of the army and other military organizations attempt to stage a coup in 

response to orders that they disband, a requirement of the Treaty of Versailles. They declare 

the overthrow of the elected government and proclaim the right-wing politician Wolfgang 

Kapp the new chancellor. The Kapp putsch collapses on March 17 as a result of a general 

strike organized jointly by the SPD and KPD. 

 

On October 1, the Greater Berlin Act incorporates 7 towns, 59 rural communities, and 27 

estate districts into Berlin and divides the city into 20 boroughs. The city’s population is now 

3.8 million, and the municipal area is now thirteen times its previous size, growing from 6,500 

hectares to 878 square kilometers. Now the continent’s largest city, Berlin becomes a 

legendary cultural metropolis in the 1920s. Artists like Otto Dix, Lionel Feininger, Bertolt 

Brecht, and Arnold Zweig live and work in the city, as do the Nobel Prize winners Albert 

Einstein and Fritz Haber. 

1921 

After eight years of construction, the world’s first highway is officially opened in Grunewald 

as the “automobile traffic and test route (AVUS).” 

1922 

The German foreign minister Walter Rathenau is murdered by right-wing soldiers in front of 

his house on June 24. The Treaty of Rapallo he had negotiated in April initiated cooperation 

between the German Reich and the state that was to become the Soviet Union, officially 

founded on 30 December 1922. 

1923 

Inflation reaches its peak. A kilo of rye bread costs 3.6 million marks in September, and a 

streetcar ticket 150,000 marks on November 22. 

 

Tempelhof Airport goes into operation on October 8. 



1924 

The first “Grosse Deutsche Funkausstellung,” a radio exhibition, is held at the trade fair 

grounds, and the foundation stone for the radio tower is laid. A speech by Albert Einstein 

opens the third exhibition in 1926. 

1925 

The city councilor for construction Martin Wagner and the architect Bruno Taut start building 

the “Hufeisen” (horseshoe) housing estate in Britz, conceiving of it as a new synthesis of 

public housing construction and “a home of one’s own.” The estate was finished in 1931 and 

is considered a first, outstanding example of the “new living” concept in Berlin. 

 

Berlin has a population of 4,024,165. 

1926 

The first “Green Week” is held in Berlin in February. 

1928 

“Die Dreigroschenoper” (Threepenny Opera) premieres at the Theater am Schiffbauerdamm 

on August 31. A total of 147 daily and weekly newspapers are published in Berlin. 

 

Television is introduced to the public for the first time at the fifth “Grosse Deutsche 

Funkausstellung.” 

1929 

Berlin is hit by the Great Depression. The city sees 664 businesses go bankrupt, while 

450,000 people are unemployed in February. Demonstrations and violent unrest follow; more 

than 30 people are killed and several hundred injured in the “bloody May” of 1929. 

 

In the elections to the city assembly held on November 17, the National Socialist party 

(NSDAP) receives 5.8 percent of the vote and, for the first time, has 13 representatives with 

seats in the city’s parliament. 

1932 

The number of people out of work climbs to 630,000 by December. The streets of Berlin are 

the scene of increasingly violent clashes between left- and right-wing groups that leave many 

people dead or injured. While the NSDAP experiences some losses (from 37.4 to 33.1 

percent) in the Reichstag elections on November 6, it still ends up as the strongest party in 

parliament, just as it did in July. It receives 25.9 percent of the vote in Berlin. 

 

Berlin in the National Socialist era 
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1933 

Adolf Hitler’s rise to power leads to the National Socialist takeover and the end of 
democracy in Germany and Berlin. 
 
On March 14, the Prussian minister of the interior and prime minister Hermann Göring 
(NSDAP) designates a “state commissioner for the capital city” to assist Heinrich Sahm, the 
elected lord mayor; the commissioner takes over as the real authority in Berlin. 
 
On March 20, all Communist members of parliament are removed; in July, the same thing 
happens to the Social Democrats. 
 
On March 21, the first concentration camp in the Berlin area is opened just outside the city 
in Sachsenhausen near Oranienburg for regime opponents who have been arrested. 
 
The first organized boycotts of Jewish businesses, doctors, and lawyers take place on April 1. 
On May 10 the National Socialists stage a book-burning on the square (now called 
Bebelplatz) outside the Alte Bibliothek, or Old Library, as part of a campaign against a so-
called “un-German spirit.” A memorial at the site now recalls the events of that day. 

1934/35 

All of the city’s elected bodies are disbanded, and the city administration is “forced into 
line”: around 1,300 civil servants, one out of three salaried employees, and one out of ten 
wage earners are fired. In December 1935, Heinrich Sahm, now lord mayor in name only, 
resigns. 

1935 

On March 22, Berlin starts the world’s first television broadcasting service. 
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1936 

The XI Summer Olympics take place in Berlin from August 1 to 16. During the Games, all of 
the anti-Semitic placards and slogans in the city are taken down. 

1937 

The 700th anniversary of the founding of the city is marked for the first time by a huge 
celebration. 

1938 

The annexation of Austria on March 12 makes Berlin the capital of the “Greater German 
Reich.” 
 
On November 9, during the pogrom known as the “Night of Broken Glass” (“Kristallnacht”), 
members of the SA and the SS set fire to nine of the twelve synagogues in Berlin, loot 
Jewish-owned shops, and terrorize Jewish citizens, arresting 1,200 of them. Most of those 
arrested are taken to the Sachsenhausen concentration camp. 
 
Of the 160,000 Jews living in Berlin in 1933, roughly 90,000 were able to emigrate before 
1941, while more than 60,000 were killed or died in National Socialist concentration camps 
by the end of the war. Around 1,400 Jews survived by living in hiding with the help of 
Berliners, the “unsung heroes.” 

1939 

The Second World War starts in Berlin when war is declared against Poland on September 1. 

1940 

Enemy aircraft bomb the city for the first time in August. 



 
House of the Wannsee Conference © Landesarchiv Berlin 

1942 

On January 20 at the “Wannsee Conference,” the organizational measures intended to 
implement the so-called “final solution of the Jewish question,” the systematic annihilation 
of European Jews, are decided on in an SS villa on the Wannsee lake. Today this villa houses 
an internationally renowned memorial and educational center. 

1943 

Following the catastrophic defeat of the German army at Stalingrad in January, propaganda 
minister Joseph Goebbels calls for “total war” on February 18 at Berlin’s Sportpalast. This 
historic building was razed in 1973. 
 
In the fall, Anglo-American forces begin large-scale bombing of the city. Around one million 
residents are evacuated up until the end of the war, and more than 50,000 die. 

1944 

Colonel Claus Schenk Graf von Stauffenberg’s attempt to assassinate Adolf Hitler fails on July 
20, and mass arrests and summary executions follow. Stauffenberg and his closest co-
conspirators are shot in the building of the army high command, the Bendlerblock (today’s 
German Resistance Memorial Center). Another 89 executions follow at the National Socialist 
prison Plötzensee. Around 2,500 death sentences overall were carried out until 1945 at this 
execution site (now the Plötzensee Memorial Center). 

1945 

The Red Army crosses the city boundaries for the first time on April 21, and the Battle for 
Berlin begins. It ends with Hitler’s suicide on April 30 and the surrender of the city on May 2. 
For Berlin, the war is over. 
 
The capitulation treaty for all of Germany is signed in the presence of representatives of all 
the Allies on the night of May 8 in the officers’ dining hall of an army facility in the Berlin 
suburb of Karlshorst. 



More information 
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Hitler’s rise to power 

 
Hitler’s rise to power (1933) © Landesarchiv Berlin 

On 30 January 1933, Germany’s president, Paul von Hindenburg, appointed Adolf Hitler 

chancellor of Germany. The cabinet initially included only two other National Socialists. 

Conservative forces assumed they would be able to “contain” the NSDAP, but this soon 

proved to be a fatal mistake. The “emergency decrees” of 4 and 28 February 1933, following 

the Reichstag fire, suspended basic constitutional rights. 

 

These decrees also made it possible to further consolidate power while maintaining the 

appearance of legality. Against the backdrop of a campaign of intimidation and obstruction of 

the political opposition, the Reichstag elections of 5 March 1933 could no longer be 

considered democratic. The Enabling Act of 23 March 1933 made the parliament irrelevant. 

 

The National Socialists had staged a theatrical torchlight procession already on the night of 30 

January 1933, during which units of the SS, the SA, and the “Stahlhelm” veterans’ 

organization marched through Brandenburg Gate. The painter Max Liebermann, one of 

Germany’s major Impressionists, commented on the events taking place outside his home at 

Pariser Platz with the words “I couldn’t even begin to eat as much as I’d like to be able to 

throw up.” Liebermann, a real Berliner, also experienced hostility because of his Jewish 

origins. He resigned from the Prussian Academy of the Arts in May 1933, after having been 

its president for more than twelve years, in protest against the way it – along with many other 

institutions – had expelled many of its members for political or “racial” reasons, thus “forcing 

itself into line” before actually being compelled to do so. 

 

http://www.berlin.de/berlin-im-ueberblick/geschichte/machtergreifung.en.html
http://www.berlin.de/berlin-im-ueberblick/geschichte/machtergreifung.en.html
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Resistance in Berlin 
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German resistance against the National Socialist reign of terror is associated above all with 

the failed coup attempt of 20 July 1944, part of which took place in Berlin. Working from the 

former seat of the army high command, the conspirators led by Claus Graf Schenk von 

Stauffenberg made their failed attempt to take over the government. 

 

The first few decades after the war emphasized resistance on the part of patriotic 

conservatives, the military, the church, and communists. Since then, however, Jewish 

resistance, dissident and subcultural youth groups, and the role of deserters and people who 

helped victims of persecution have become the focus of growing attention. The following 

three examples illustrate various forms of resistance in the city of Berlin. 

 

Beginning on 27 February 1943, Jewish forced laborers were arrested at work in many 

German cities. The “importance to the war effort” of their work in arms factories had 

protected them from deportation until then. In the end, more than 12,000 people were taken to 

Auschwitz and murdered in the course of this “factory operation.” Some of those arrested in 

Berlin were Jews in “mixed marriages.” In an unprecedented act, several hundred non-Jewish 

women came to the holding area in Berlin-Mitte and protested loudly and publicly against the 

internment of their Jewish husbands and fathers. Disconcerted by what was happening, the 

Gestapo did not intervene. In response to the pressure exerted by this resistance, the men were 

released on 6 March 1943. The artist Ingeborg Hunzinger sculpted the ensemble “Der Block 

http://www.berlin.de/berlin-im-ueberblick/geschichte/widerstand1944.en.html
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der Frauen” (The Women’s Bloc) in 1995, which stands on Rosenstrasse at the site of the 

protest. 

 

Berlin after 1945 

 
Berlin in ruins © Landesarchiv Berlin 

1945 

The Berlin garrison capitulates on May 2, six days before the end of the Second World War in 
Europe. Large parts of the city are in ruins [Film]. 
After the war ends on 8 May 1945, much of Berlin is nothing but rubble: 600,000 apartments 
have been destroyed, and only 2.8 million of the city’s original population of 4.3 million still 
live in the city. In accordance with an agreement signed by the Allies, the city is divided into 
four sectors and administered jointly by the occupying powers, the United States of America, 
Great Britain, France, and the Soviet Union. 
 

1946-49 

Growing conflicts of interest between the victorious powers with regard to the postwar 
order in Europe in general and Germany in particular put an end to the Allies’ joint 
administration of the city. Berlin becomes a Cold War hotspot. 

1946 

The unification in April in the Soviet occupied zone and East Berlin of the KPD and the SPD to 
form the Socialist Unity Party (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands – SED), pushed 
through by the Soviet military administration and the KPD, leads to severe conflicts between 
the Allies and between local party organizations. 
 
On October 20, with voter turnout of 92.3 percent, Berlin elects its first city assembly since 
the end of the war. The SPD receives 48.7 percent of the vote, the CDU 22.2 percent, the 
SED 19.8 percent, and the LDP 9.3 percent. 

1948 

http://www.berlin.de/imperia/md/video/rbm-skzl/berlin-im-ueberblick/de/bebefreu2.mov


Conflicts over currency reform, among other things, trigger a Soviet Union blockade [Film] of 
the western sectors from June 1948 to May 1949. The western Allies respond with the Berlin 
Airlift, an unprecedented operation supplying the entire city by air. The western victorious 
powers become protecting powers and friends. 
The blockade also puts an end to the joint administration of Berlin. Increasing harassment by 
SED supporters forces the city assembly to convene its sessions in the western half of the 
city, starting on September 6. A Magistrat, or city council, headed by Lord Mayor Friedrich 
Ebert and dominated by the SED is then formed in East Berlin on November 30. The city 
government has now been split in two. 

 
Berlin Airlift © Landesarchiv Berlin 

On September 9, Ernst Reuter gives a speech to more than 300,000 Berliners gathered in front 

of the ruins of the Reichtag building, appealing to the “people of the world” not to abandon 

“this city and its people.” 

 

On December 4, the Free University of Berlin (Freie Universität Berlin) is founded in West 

Berlin in opposition to the old Friedrich Wilhelm University (known as Humboldt University 

starting in 1949) in the city’s eastern half. 

1949 

The elected city assembly and lord mayor move into temporary quarters at the town hall of 
the western borough of Schöneberg. This temporary arrangement was to last for more than 
40 years. 
 
The difficulties caused by the blockade give rise to the first comprehensive package of 
financial aid measures for the isolated city, funded by an emergency levy. One visible 
expression of these measures is the two-pfennig “Notopfer Berlin” stamp introduced in the 
western occupied zones on April 1 and used until 1956 to raise money for Berlin. 
 
The Soviet Union ends the blockade of Berlin’s western sectors on May 12, and the western 
Allies respond by dropping their economic sanctions against the Soviet occupied zone. 
Access to West Berlin through the Soviet occupied zone remains difficult, however. Until 
reunification in 1990, travel is permitted only on transit routes designated by the eastern 
side and via the air corridors agreed on by the Allies during the war. 
 
On 23 May 1949, the Federal Republic of Germany is founded in Germany’s western sectors. 
Berlin retains its special status as a territory under Allied supervision (and keeps that status 
until reunification on 3 October 1990). On 10 May 1949, the Parliamentary Council names 

http://www.berlin.de/imperia/md/video/rbm-skzl/berlin-im-ueberblick/de/bebefreu4.mov


Bonn the provisional capital of the new state. 
 
When the German Democratic Republic (GDR) is founded in the Soviet sector on 7 October 
1949, East Berlin becomes its capital. In the years that follow, the two halves of the city 
become intricately linked with the social systems of their respective state governments. 

1950 

The demolishing of the old City Palace in East Berlin starts in September with the goal of 
erasing a symbol of “Prussian feudalism.” 
 
On October 1, the constitution adopted already in 1948 by the elected city assembly for the 
entire city goes into force. The city’s division, however, restricts the constitution’s practical 
validity to the three western sectors (the federal state of Berlin). East Berlin remains without 
a constitution until 1990. 

1951 

On January 18, the House of Representatives, which meets at the Schöneberg Town Hall, 
elects Ernst Reuter (SPD) the first Governing Mayor of Berlin. He remains in office until his 
death on 29 September 1953. 
 
In East Berlin, the 3rd World Festival of Youth and Students takes place in August with 
26,000 people from 104 countries in attendance. The sector’s borders are still open, and 
West Berlin, too, is visited by many foreign visitors and members of the Free German Youth 
(FDJ). 

1952 

A law (Gesetz über die Stellung Berlins im Finanzsystem des Bundes [Drittes 
Überleitungsgesetz]) passed on January 4 by the West German parliament gives West Berlin 
a legal claim to the financial assistance needed to ensure its survival. 
 
In East Berlin, within the framework of the “national building program for Berlin,” 
construction begins in February to transform Stalinallee (called Karl-Marx-Allee as of 1961) 
into “Germany’s first socialist street.” The apartment houses built in the “gingerbread style” 
of the Soviet Stalinist era are today classified as historical monuments and are still very much 
in demand as housing. 
 
The English Garden is opened on March 29 by the British foreign minister Anthony Eden in 
West Berlin’s Tiergarten park. 



 
Uprising on 17 June 1953 © Landesarchiv Berlin 

1953 

On June 16, construction workers on East Berlin’s Stalinallee go on strike in protest against a 
state-mandated rise in work quotas. On June 17, the strike becomes an uprising that spreads 
to many other cities in the GDR and culminates in the demand that the SED regime be 
removed and free elections held in all of Germany. The uprising is brutally crushed by Soviet 
troops, and several hundred people are killed, more than a thousand injured, and many 
arrested. On August 4, the West German parliament declares June 17 a national day of 
remembrance, the “day of German unity.” 
 
The refugee transit camp Marienfelde opens on August 22 in West Berlin to take in people 
fleeing the GDR. 

1954 

The “Berliner Ensemble” headed by Bertolt Brecht moves into a theater of its own, the 
Theater am Schiffbauerdamm in East Berlin’s Mitte borough. 

1955 

East Berlin’s Tierpark zoo opens at Schlosspark Friedrichsfelde on July 2. 
 
The airline “Deutsche Lufthansa der DDR” (known as Interflug after 1959) puts the 
Schönefeld airport, taken over from the Soviet occupying power, into operation on 
September 16 as the GDR’s first commercial airport. 
 
The Berlin Town Hall, rebuilt after the war, is officially handed over to East Berlin’s lord 
mayor, Friedrich Ebert, on November 30. 

1956 

Construction of the city expressway begins in West Berlin. 

1957 

The new construction in the city center in the 1950s culminates with the International 
Building Exhibition (Interbau) held in West Berlin. Core pieces of the exhibition are the 
Hansaviertel area, designed by many different international architects and in conscious 



opposition to the socialist housing erected along Stalinallee, and the Congress Hall 
(Kongresshalle) in the Tiergarten park. 
 
The hundred-thousandth apartment to be constructed in West Berlin with public funding 
since 1945 is officially handed over on June 21. 
 
The restored New Guardhouse (Neue Wache), built in 1818 by Karl Friedrich Schinkel on the 
avenue Unter den Linden in East Berlin, is reopened in August. From 1960 to 1990 it serves 
as a GDR “Memorial for the Victims of Fascism and Militarism.” Since 1993 it has been a 
“central memorial” of the Federal Republic of Germany. 
 
Willy Brandt (SPD) is elected Governing Mayor of Berlin on October 3 in West Berlin. He 
holds this office until December 1966. 

1958 

In September, in one of the few joint projects to take place during the Cold War, the 
restoration of Brandenburg Gate, badly damaged during the war, is concluded when the 
quadriga (restored in West Berlin) is returned to the top of this historic monument (located 
in East Berlin). 
 
On November 27, Soviet party and government head Nikita Khrushchev responds to the 
constant stream of refugees leaving the GDR for the West via Berlin by issuing an ultimatum 
to the three western Allies, demanding that they withdraw from Berlin and that West Berlin 
be turned into a “demilitarized free city.” Khrushchev’s ultimatum is the first grave threat to 
West Berlin’s survival since the blockade of 1948/1949. 

1959 

On June 18, Germany’s president Theodor Heuss (FDP), takes Bellevue Palace (Schloss 
Bellevue), located in the Tiergarten park, as his official seat in Berlin. 

1960 

In response to rising coercive measures in the GDR (forced collectivization), almost 200,000 
GDR residents flee to West Berlin over the course of the year via the sector’s open borders. 

 
17 August 1961: Escape from the eastern sector © Landesarchiv Berlin 



1961 

On July 25, U.S. president John F. Kennedy announces that the western protecting powers 
have three essential interests in Berlin: 1. the right of the Allies to be in Berlin, 2. their right 
of access to Berlin, and 3. the survival and right of self-determination of West Berlin. 
 
In July, 30,415 GDR residents leave the country for West Berlin, the highest number in a 
month since 1953. 
 
On August 13, the GDR starts construction on a wall that runs along the sector border and 
seals the two parts of the city off from one another. 
 
On August 19, U.S. vice-president Lyndon B. Johnson and retired general Lucius D. Clay arrive 
in Berlin to take a look at the GDR barricade. Germany’s chancellor, Konrad Adenauer (CDU), 
visits the city on August 22. 
 
On August 25, the first Internationale Funkausstellung, an electronics exhibition, to be held 
since 1939 opens at the trade fair grounds around the radio tower. 
 
On December 17, the new building of the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church 
(Gedächtniskirche), designed by Egon Eiermann, is consecrated in Charlottenburg by Bishop 
Otto Dibelius. 

1962 

Large housing estates are built in West Berlin on the city outskirts until the end of the 1970s 
(construction on Gropiusstadt begins in 1962 and on Märkisches Viertel and Falkenhagener 
Feld in 1963) 
 
The city center of East Berlin, as the capital of the GDR, is outfitted with large representative 
buildings around Alexanderplatz and Marx-Engels-Platz. Alexanderplatz is given the “Haus 
des Lehrers” (House of the Teacher) and the Kongresshalle (Congress Hall) in 1964, the 
“Haus der Elektroindustrie” (House of the Electronics Industry) in 1969, the department 
store Centrum-Warenhaus (today’s “Kaufhof”) and the hotel “Stadt Berlin” (today’s “Park 
Inn”) in 1970, and the “Haus des Reisens” (House of Travel) in 1971, while the 
Staatsratsgebäude, a government building (today’s European School of Management and 
Technology), is completed at Marx-Engels-Platz in 1964, the foreign office in 1967 (torn 
down in 1995), and the television tower in 1969. Apartment houses are also built during 
these years on Karl-Liebknecht-Strasse and at the Rathauspassagen (1968-1972), as well as 
on Karl-Marx-Allee as far as Strausberger Platz (1959-1965). 



 
President Kennedy in Berlin © Landesarchiv Berlin 

1963 

On January 17, Soviet party and government head Nikita Khrushchev visits East Berlin. 
 
U.S. president John F. Kennedy visits the city on June 26 and in his famous speech [Film] in 
front of the Schöneberg Town Hall assures the people of Berlin of his solidarity with them. 
 
On December 17, the signing of the first entry permit agreement allows West Berliners to 
visit relatives in the eastern part of the city and is valid for the period from 19 December 
1963 to 5 January 1964; 1.2 million West Berliners take advantage of this opportunity to visit 
family. Further agreements follow in 1964,1965, and 1966. 

1965 

On April 7, the German Bundestag holds a plenary session in Berlin’s Congress Hall 
(Kongresshalle). In protest against this “unlawful” involvement of West Berlin in the political 
system of the Federal Republic of Germany, the GDR issues an order forbidding Bundestag 
members to use its transit routes to Berlin. Soviet military aircraft disrupt the session with 
low flights over the Congress Hall and the sonic boom of supersonic planes. 
 
The Europa Center opens on May 2 at Breitscheidplatz in Charlottenburg. 

1966 

Willy Brandt resigns as governing mayor on December 1 and assumes the office of deputy 
chancellor and foreign minister under Chancellor Kurt-Georg Kiesinger. 

1967 

The GDR’s first industrial collective, VEB Kabelwerke Oberspree (KWO), is established on 
January 1 in the East Berlin industrial area Oberschöneweide. 
 
On June 2, the Berlin student Benno Ohnesorg is shot by a policeman during a student 
protest against the visit of the Shah of Persia to West Berlin (a commemorative relief can be 
seen today at the Deutsche Oper opera house). His death and the clashes that followed 

http://www.berlin.de/imperia/md/video/rbm-skzl/berlin-im-ueberblick/de/kennedy.mov


focus public attention on the student movement in Berlin. With their opposition to the 
universities’ outdated traditions and hierarchies, the paralysis of the grand coalition 
government, and the injustice of a global order based on oppressing and exploiting the Third 
World, this movement becomes the nucleus of the later “ausserparlamentarische 
Opposition” (APO), a left-wing movement dedicated to promoting opposition to the 
government from outside the parliament. 
 
When Line 55 between Charlottenburg and Spandau is shut down on October 2, the 
streetcar era comes to an end (for the time being) in West Berlin. Streetcars remain in 
service in East Berlin until reunification: afterwards, some lines are extended back into 
western boroughs. 

1968 

The attempt to assassinate the Berlin student leader Rudi Dutschke on April 11 on the 
avenue Kurfürstendamm marks another dramatic climax in the conflicts surrounding the 
student movement in Berlin. 
 
On the 24th anniversary of the failed attempt on 20 July 1944 to overthrow Adolf Hitler, the 
Stauffenbergstrasse Memorial and Educational Center (today the German Resistance 
Memorial Center) is opened at the Bendlerblock on July 20. 
 
The New National Gallery (Neue Nationalgalerie), designed by Mies van der Rohe, opens at 
the Kulturforum in West Berlin. 

 
World clock at Alexanderplatz © Landesarchiv Berlin 

1969 

U.S. president Richard Nixon visits West Berlin on February 27. 
 
The world clock at Alexanderplatz goes into operation on October 2. 
 
Willy Brandt (SPD) is elected chancellor on October 21 and indicates his interest in pursuing 
negotiations between the two German states. 
 



On December 16, the western Allies propose talks to the Soviet Union aimed at solving 
problems related to Berlin. 

1970 

Construction on 11- to 25-story apartment houses on Leipziger Strasse in East Berlin’s Mitte 
borough begins in January. 
 
Negotiations over Berlin between the four former Allies, the Second World War’s victorious 
powers, begin on March 26 in the building of the Allied Control Council in West Berlin. 
 
On April 19, a 19-meter-high Lenin monument is unveiled at Leninplatz (known as Platz der 
Vereinten Nationen starting in 1992) in the East Berlin borough of Friedrichshain. It is 
dismantled in 1991. 

1971 

Ten direct telephones lines are reconnected between West and East Berlin on January 31 for 
the first time since 1952. 
 
Negotiations on “issues of interest to both sides” begin on June 3 between the Berlin Senate 
and the GDR government. 
 
On September 3, the ambassadors of the four victorious powers sign the Quadripartite 
Agreement on Berlin in the building of the Allied Control Council in West Berlin. It clarifies 
the ties between Berlin and the Federal Republic of Germany, thereby facilitating a number 
of practical arrangements benefiting the people of the city. It goes into force on 3 June 1972, 
along with subsequent agreements on transit traffic and travel and visitor possibilities. 

More information 
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Around 2.7 million people left the GDR and East Berlin between 1949 and 1961, causing 

increasing difficulties for the leadership of the East German communist party, the SED. 

Around half of this steady stream of refugees were young people under the age of 25. 

Roughly half a million people crossed the sector borders in Berlin each day in both directions, 

enabling them to compare living conditions on both sides. In 1960 alone, around 200,000 

people made a permanent move to the West. The GDR was on the brink of social and 

economic collapse. 

 

As late as 15 June 1961, GDR head of state Walter Ulbricht declared that no one had any 

intention of building a wall [Film 0.81 MB]. On 12 August 1961, the GDR Council of 

Ministers announced that “in order to put a stop to the hostile activity of West Germany’s and 

West Berlin’s revanchist and militaristic forces, border controls of the kind generally found in 

every sovereign state will be set up at the border of the German Democratic Republic, 

including the border to the western sectors of Greater Berlin.” What the Council did not say 

was that this measure was directed primarily against the GDR's own population, which would 

no longer be permitted to cross the border. 

 

In the early morning hours of 13 August 1961 [Film 5.80 MB], temporary barriers were put 

up at the border separating the Soviet sector from West Berlin, and the asphalt and 

cobblestones on the connecting roads were ripped up. Police and transport police units, along 

with members of “workers’ militias,” stood guard and turned away all traffic at the sector 

boundaries. The SED leadership's choice of a Sunday during the summer holiday season for 

its operation was probably no coincidence. 

 

Over the next few days and weeks, the coils of barbed wire strung along the border to West 

Berlin were replaced by a wall of concrete slabs and hollow blocks. This was built by East 

Berlin construction workers under the close scrutiny of GDR border guards.Houses on, for 

instance, Bernauer Strasse, where the sidewalks belonged to the Wedding borough (West 

Berlin) and the southern row of houses to Mitte (East Berlin), were quickly integrated into the 

border fortifications: the GDR government had the front entrances and ground floor windows 

bricked up. Residents could get to their apartments only via the courtyard, which was in East 

Berlin. Many people were evicted from their homes already in 1961 – not only in Bernauer 

Strasse, but also in other border areas. 

 

From one day to the next, the Wall separated streets, squares, and neighborhoods from each 

other and severed public transportation links. On the evening of August 13, Governing Mayor 

Willy Brandt said in a speech to the House of Representatives: “The Berlin Senate publicly 

condemns the illegal and inhuman measures being taken by those who are dividing Germany, 



oppressing East Berlin, and threatening West Berlin....” 

 

On 25 October 1961, American and Soviet tanks faced off against each other at the 

Friedrichstrasse border crossing used by foreign nationals (Checkpoint Charlie), because 

GDR border guards had attempted to check the identification of representatives of the 

Western Allies as they entered the Soviet sector. In the American view, the Allied right to 

move freely throughout all of Berlin had been violated. For sixteen hours, the two nuclear 

powers confronted each other from a distance of just a few meters, and the people of that era 

felt the imminent threat of war. The next day, both sides withdrew. Thanks to a diplomatic 

initiative by America's President Kennedy, the head of the Soviet government and communist 

party, Nikita Khrushchev, had confirmed the four-power status of all of Berlin, at least for 

now. 

 

In the years to come, the barriers were modified, reinforced, and further expanded, and the 

system of controls at the border was perfected. The Wall running through the city center, 

which separated East and West Berlin from one another, was 43.1 kilometers long. The border 

fortifications separating West Berlin from the rest of the GDR were 111.9 kilometers long. 

Well over 100,000 citizens of the GDR tried to escape across the inner-German border or the 

Berlin Wall between 1961 and 1988. More than 600 of them were shot and killed by GDR 

border guards or died in other ways during their escape attempt. At least 136 people died at 

the Berlin Wall alone between 1961 and 1989. 
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From 1933 to 1945, the headquarters of the Gestapo, the Gestapo “house prison,” and, after 

1939, the Reich Security Main Office, as well as the SS High Command and the Security 

Service of the SS High Command, were located on the grounds of what is now the 

Topography of Terror documentation center. An open-air exhibition documents the history of 

this site as the control center of the National Socialist program of persecution and 

annihilation. 

 

Gestapo, SS, and Reich Security Main Office on Wilhelmstrasse and Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse: 

A Documentation 

Open-air exhibition 

 

Niederkirchnerstrasse 8 

10963 Berlin 

 

October – April: daily 10 a.m. – 6 p.m. (or until nightfall) 

http://www.berlin.de/mauer/flash.php?category=orte&poi=topographie_des_terrors&lang=en&flash=1
http://www.topographie.de/en/index.htm
http://www.topographie.de/en/index.htm


May – September: daily 10 a.m. – 8 p.m. 

Admission free 

 

U6, Kochstrasse, or U2, Potsdamer Platz 

S1, S2, S25 Anhalter Bahnhof or Potsdamer Platz 

 

Guided tours by arrangement 

Tel. +49 (0)30 25 45 09-50 | Fax +49 (0)30 25 45 09-55 

ausstellung@topographie.de 

 

Staff members of the Topography of Terror documentation center managed to preserve a 

section of the Berlin Wall at a time when the Wall was scheduled to be removed from the city 

center entirely. This section of the Wall has been classified as a historical monument since 

1990. 

 

With regard to the construction planned for the area, the Topography of Terror Foundation 

has said, “In 1992 the Topography of Terror Foundation was founded and the decision was 

made to build a documentation and visitors’ center. The winning entry in the 1993 

competition to design the center came from the Swiss architect Peter Zumthor. However, by 

July 1999 only the foundation and three stairwell towers had been built, since financial and 

engineering problems led to repeated delays and finally to a suspension of work on the 

building. 

 

 
The Berlin Wall 

Facts and figures more » 

 

The fall of the Wall and reunification 

 
Signing of the Final Quadripartite Protocol © Landesarchiv Berlin 
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1971 

The initialing of the Berlin agreement on September 3 makes possible a number of practical 
arrangements benefiting the people. 
 
On December 17, the Federal Republic of Germany and the GDR sign a transit agreement 
improving the flow of traffic on the access routes to West Berlin. 
 
On December 20, the Berlin Senate and the GDR government sign an “arrangement 
concerning the facilitation and improvement of travel and visitor traffic” and an 
“arrangement on the regulation of the enclaves question by exchange of territory.” 

1972 

On June 3 in Berlin, the four foreign ministers sign the Final Quadripartite Protocol to the 
Berlin agreement of 1971, which also puts the subsequent agreements in force. Half a year 
later, the Federal Republic of Germany and the GDR conclude the Basic Treaty. West Berlin 
becomes part of the détente process. [Film]. 
 

1974 

Tegel Airport opens on November 1 in West Berlin. 

1975 

On the basis of an agreement between the GDR federation of Protestant churches and the 
GDR government, reconstruction work begins on the Berlin Cathedral, heavily damaged by 
the war, located on the Spree island in East Berlin’s Mitte borough (completed in 1993). 

 
Palace of the Republic © Landesarchiv Berlin 

1976 

Work on the largest apartment-construction project in the history of the GDR begins in the 
spring in Marzahn, an area in East Berlin. By 1990, 62,000 apartments will have been built in 
pre-fabricated high-rises. 
 
On April 23, the Palace of the Republic (Palast der Republik) is opened on the grounds of the 
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former City Palace in East Berlin’s Mitte borough. Starting in 1990, the building remains 
empty for years until the work of demolishing it begins in 2006. It is making way for the 
construction of a building that will be a replica of the City Palace torn down in 1950. 

1978 

The State Library (Staatsbibliothek), designed by Hans Scharoun, opens on December 15 
near the Kulturforum in West Berlin. 

1979 

With the new Marzahn development at its center, the borough of Marzahn is established in 
January as the first of three new boroughs in East Berlin, followed by Hohenschönhausen 
(1985) and Hellersdorf (1986). 
 
On April 2, the International Congress Center (ICC) opens at the trade fair grounds in West 
Berlin. 

1980 

Construction begins in Hellersdorf, an area in East Berlin, on another new housing estate for 
90,000 residents. 

1982 

The new transit highway to Hamburg is officially opened on November 20. 

1984 

West Berlin’s public transportation company BVG takes over the operation of the S-Bahn 
suburban railway in West Berlin from the GDR’s Reichsbahn on January 9. 
 
On February 8, the GDR’s party and government head lays the foundation stone for the new 
development area in East Berlin’s Hohenschönhausen. By 1990, 30,000 apartments housing 
100,000 people will have been built here. 
 
The reconstructed Schauspielhaus theater, originally designed by Karl Friedrich Schinkel and 
badly damaged during the war, reopens on October 1 at Platz der Akademie in East Berlin’s 
Mitte borough (now known as Konzerthaus Berlin am Gendarmenmarkt). 

1985 

The 18th Bundesgartenschau horticultural exhibition takes place from April to October in the 
West Berlin borough of Neukölln at what is today the BUGA Park in Britz. 

1986 

The Marx-Engels Forum is officially opened on April 4 in the heart of East Berlin. 
 



A bomb explodes at the West Berlin disco “La Belle” on April 5, killing two people and 
injuring 193 others. 

 
President Reagan in Berlin © Landesarchiv Berlin 

1987 

All attempts to hold a joint celebration of the 750th anniversary of the founding of Berlin fail, 
and the two halves of the city each pay tribute to the anniversary with events of their own. 
Construction highlights in East Berlin include the inauguration of the reconstructed 
Nikolaiviertel, rebuilt around the oldest church in Berlin’s city center in a style reminiscent of 
the area’s historic past, and the reconstruction of Husemannstrasse in the Prenzlauer Berg 
borough in the style of the 19th century. 
 
The International Building Exhibition takes place in West Berlin. Under the heading of “The 
inner city as a residential area,” it explores issues like “careful urban renewal” in Kreuzberg 
and “critical reconstruction” in new development, as with the construction of townhouses 
and energy-efficient housing in the Tiergarten borough. 
 
On June 12, U.S. president Ronald Reagan gives his famous speech at Brandenburg Gate: 
“Mr. Gorbachev, open this gate. Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!” 

1988 

More than a hundred members of independent peace and human rights groups are arrested 
on January 17 in connection with the annual state-sponsored demonstration in East Berlin 
on the anniversary of the murder of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht. 
 
West Berlin’s governing mayor Eberhard Diepgen (from the conservative CDU) meets with 
GDR head of government Erich Honecker on February 11 at East Berlin’s Schloss 
Niederschönhausen. They discuss easing restrictions on travel and visitor traffic, the 
exchange of emissions data, territorial exchanges, opening additional border crossing points, 
and railway traffic. 
 
The symbolic laying of the foundation stone for the reconstruction of the New Synagogue on 
Oranienburger Strasse in East Berlin’s Mitte borough takes place on November 10. 



1989 

The growing GDR people’s movement, with its calls for reforms in the GDR along the line of 
the Soviet Union’s “glasnost” and “perestroika,” puts the GDR leadership increasingly on the 
defensive. 
 
On October 6, 2,500 people gathered in East Berlin’s Church of the Redeemer (Erlöserkirche) 
approve a joint declaration drafted by various groups connected to the organization New 
Forum (Neues Forum) that calls for, among other things, free elections in the GDR. 
 
On October 7, the GDR celebrates the 40th anniversary of its founding in East Berlin. Guests 
include the Soviet Union’s party and government head Michail Gorbatschow, who makes the 
famous remark “Life punishes those who come too late.” Demonstrations on the street from 
Alexanderplatz to the Palace of the Republic and the Gethsemane Church in Prenzlauer Berg 
call for freedom of speech and reforms in the GDR. In the evening, security forces break up 
the demonstrations by force, arresting many of the demonstrators. 

 
Brandenburg Gate (1989) © Landesarchiv Berlin 

On October 18, at the 9th meeting of the SED Central Committee, Erich Honecker resigns as 

SED general secretary, head of the GDR Council of State, and head of the National Security 

Council “for health reasons.” Egon Krenz succeeds him. 

 

On November 4, more than 500,000 East Berliners gather at Alexanderplatz for a 

demonstration, demanding that the nominal rights to freedom of speech, freedom of the press, 

and freedom of assembly be honored. The SED leadership promises that restrictions on travel 

to the West will be eased. 

 

The conflicts over the new travel regulations escalate to the point that the GDR gives way to 

public pressure and, on November 9, opens the Wall in Berlin and along the German-German 

border. 

The Berlin Wall has fallen. [Film]. 

More information 

 

http://www.berlin.de/imperia/md/video/rbm-skzl/berlin-im-ueberblick/de/mauer3.mov
http://www.berlin.de/mauer/oeffnung/index.de.html


Opening and fall of the Berlin Wall 

At a press conference early in the evening of 9 November 1989, Günter Schabowski, the 
GDR Central Committee secretary responsible for the media, made an initially unclear, 
passing reference to a new travel regulation for GDR citizens... more » 

The new Berlin 

 
The “Two Plus Four” talks © Presse- und Informationsamt der Bundesregierung/Reineke 

1990 

The first and only free elections to the East German parliament are held on March 18, 
followed in May by the first free elections to the East Berlin city assembly since 1946. The 
Second World War’s victorious powers and the two German states sign the “Two Plus Four” 
Treaty in Moscow on September 12, arranging for unification under international law. 
Germany is given full sovereignty, and Berlin’s Four-Power status expires. The unification of 
Germany enters into force on October 3 with a state ceremony in Berlin, after which the 
Berlin House of Representatives and the German Bundestag hold new elections. 

 
House of Representatives Berlin © Abgeordnetenhaus Berlin 

1991 

On January 11, the House of Representatives elects the first Senate responsible for 
governing all of Berlin. On June 20 in Bonn, the German Bundestag decides to move the seat 
of the German government and parliament to Berlin, Germany’s new capital. 
That same year, Berlin’s governing mayor and Senate Chancellery move from Schöneberg 

http://www.berlin.de/mauer/oeffnung/index.de.html


Town Hall to the Berlin Town Hall (“Red Town Hall”) in the Mitte borough. 
Since 1993, the House of Representatives, Berlin’s state parliament, has had its seat in the 
building once occupied by the Prussian State Parliament. 

1994 

In the summer, American, British, French, and Russian troops bid farewell to the people of 
Berlin with ceremonies and parades. On September 8, the German armed forces perform a 
Grand Tattoo (“Grosser Zapfenstreich”) at Pariser Platz in honor of the former protecting 
powers. 

1995 

Berlin’s constitution is approved with 75.1 percent of the votes cast in a referendum held on 
October 22. It is in large part a continuation of the constitution adopted in 1950, with some 
important new elements: actionable fundamental rights are reinforced and new state goals 
(such as the right to employment, education, and adequate housing) are added. It also gives 
constitutional status to environmental conservation and the protection of privacy. 
Instruments of direct democracy like popular initiatives, petitions, and referendums enhance 
citizens’ rights to participation in the political process. Berlin’s constitutional court monitors 
compliance with the constitution. 

 
Quadriga, Reichstag dome © Partner für Berlin/FTB-Werbefotografie 

1999/2000 

The German Bundestag holds its first session in the newly redesigned Reichstag building on 
April 19. 
Parliamentary and ministry staff start working in new or remodeled office buildings in Berlin, 
and the Bundesrat also moves from Bonn to Berlin. Many countries move their embassies to 
Berlin, while the individual German states, the Länder, open offices that will represent them 
in the capital. 



 
Federal Chancellery © Presse- und Informationsamt der Bundesregierung 

2001 

The move of the Bundestag and the government to Berlin is officially concluded when 
construction is completed on the new Federal Chancellery, occupied in May 2001. Other 
office buildings go up near the Reichstag building: the Jakob Kaiser House for members of 
parliament, the Paul Löbe House for parliamentary committees, and the Marie Elisabeth 
Lüders House for the library and reference and research services. 

2002 

On October 3, the newly restored Brandenburg Gate is the scene of the national festivities 
celebrating the Day of German Unity. During the ceremony, the Gate is unveiled to reveal 
new splendor after almost two years of restoration work. 

2003 

From May 28 to June 1, around 500,000 people celebrate the first Ecumenical Church 
Congress. 

2004 

Four years of renovation of the Olympic Stadium come to an end on June 30. 

2005 

The Tierpark, the zoo in Berlin-Friedrichsfelde, welcomes several spectacular new arrivals: 
little “Horas” first sees the light of day on February 14, while two other baby elephants, 
“Cinta” and “Yoma,” are born soon after. These mini-elephants become the Tierpark’s 
biggest attraction as it celebrates its 50th anniversary the same year. 
The Federal Republic of Germany’s national Holocaust memorial is unveiled in Berlin on May 
10. German Chancellor Gerhard Schröder and President Horst Köhler are among the guests. 
Two days later, the memorial is opened to visitors. According to the memorial foundation, 
more than 60,000 people visited the site in the first month. The memorial consists of a field 
of 2711 concrete pillars and an underground information center. 



 
"Fan Fest" at Brandenburg Gate (FIFA World Cup 2006) © Senatskanzlei 

2006 

After almost eight years of construction work, Berlin’s main train station – Hauptbahnhof – is 
officially opened on May 26. A huge party marks the opening and includes a sound and light 
show illuminating the station’s glass panels in many different colors. More than a million 
Berliners and tourists come to the two-day event celebrating Berlin’s new landmark. 
The Football World Cup takes place in Germany from June 7 to July 9. Four group games, a 
quarter-final, and the final (Italy vs. France) are played in Berlin. During the five weeks of the 
World Cup tournament, around ten million people from all over the world follow the games 
on the big screens of the outdoor “Fan Fest” between Brandenburg Gate and the Victory 
Column. The event turns out to be a peaceful and friendly international festival. 
Two polar bear cubs are born at the Berlin Zoo on December 5, the zoo’s first in more than 
30 years. The mother rejects the cubs, and they are bottle-fed instead by one of the 
zookeepers. Only one of the cubs survives: Knut. 

2007 

The Humboldt University’s Museum of Natural History reopens on June 13 after two years of 
renovation work. A special highlight is the 12.5-meter skeleton of a Brachiosaurus. 

2009 

Berlin hosts the World Championships in Athletics at the Olympic Stadium. 
 
The Neues Museum reopens with the world-famous bust of Nefertiti. 

2010 

Berlin celebrates a “Science Year” to mark major anniversaries of the State Library (350th), 
the Charité and the Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Sciences and Humanities (300th), 
Humboldt University (200th), and the Max Planck Society (100th). 

2011 

The FIFA Women’s World Cup kicks off at the Olympic Stadium with the opening game. 



More information 

 
The Reichstag building 

The Reichstag building was designed by Paul Wallot and built southeast of the meander of 
the Spree. mehr » 

The Reichstag building 

The Reichstag building was designed by Paul Wallot and built southeast of the meander of the 

Spree. After ten years of construction work, the final stone was laid by Kaiser Wilhelm II on 5 

December 1894. The six-story complex in the style of the Italian High Renaissance covers an 

area of about 13,290 square meters, and its four towers are 40 meters high. “Dem deutschen 

Volke” (To the German people) was inscribed above the main entrance in 1916. 

 

The events of 9 November 1918, when the Social Democrat and member of parliament 

Philipp Scheidemann proclaimed the republic from one of the windows of the building, 

focused political attention on the Reichstag. The democratic constitution of the first German 

republic, passed in Weimar on 11 August 1919 by the National Assembly, expanded the 

parliament’s authority considerably. 

 

The Reichstag building suffered heavy damage in bombing raids during World War II, and 

the fight to take the building continued until the very end. In 1955, the Bundestag decided to 

rebuild it, although without a dome, the original of which had been demolished in 1954 

because it was structurally unsound. Renovation was carried out according to plans by Paul 

Baumgarten and not completed until 1972. The decorative figures that had been destroyed 

were not restored, and the façade was simplified. Despite the restrictions on use mandated by 

the Four-Power Agreement, parliamentary committees and groups met in the Reichstag 

building as often as possible. On 4 October 1990, the first parliament representing all of 

Germany and consisting of members of the Bundestag and former members of the GDR’s 

Volkskammer (People’s Chamber) met in the plenary chamber of the Reichstag building, 

followed two months later by the first sessions of the freely elected, all-German Bundestag 

beginning on 20 December 1990. 

 
CHRISTO AND JEANNE-CLAUDE: Wrapped Reichtstag, Berlin 1971-95, Germany. © Christo 1995 

http://www.berlin.de/berlin-im-ueberblick/politik/reichstagsgebaeude.en.html
http://www.berlin.de/berlin-im-ueberblick/politik/reichstagsgebaeude.en.html


The veiling of the Reichstag building by the artist couple Christo and Jeanne-Claude attracted 

attention worldwide. Their “Wrapped Reichstag” project ran from 23 June to 6 July 1995 and 

drew more than five million visitors. Shortly after the Reichstag building was “unwrapped,” 

remodeling and modernization began according to plans by the British architect Norman 

Foster. 

 
Reichstag dome © Presse und Informationsamt des Landes Berlin/G. Schneider 

The new Reichstag building was officially opened on 19 April 1999. The new dome, which 

visitors can enter, has proven to be an especially strong attraction and has become a symbol of 

the parliament and government district. Eight hundred tons of steel and 3,000 square meters 

of glass went into building this structure, which is 23.5 meters high, while 360 mirrors 

provide daylight to the newly designed plenary chamber. The parliament took up its work in 

Berlin at the end of the summer recess in 1999. 

 

The German Bundestag’s office buildings – the Jakob Kaiser House for members of 

parliament, the Paul Löbe House for parliamentary committees, and the Marie Elisabeth 

Lüders House for the library and the reference and research services – are all located near the 

Reichstag building. 

http://www.berlin.de/berlin-im-ueberblick/geschichte/index.en.html 
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