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Abstract:	
In	the	1950s,	a	specter	haunted	West	German	architecture:	the	specter	of	Heiterkeit,	or	
“cheerfulness.”	Two	leading	talents,	Egon	Eiermann	and	Hans	Scharoun,	represented	
the	antipodes	of	a	professional	dispute	about	the	nation’s	postwar	Zeitgeist:	a	
disagreement	conventionally	framed	in	terms	of	building	style,	but	which	also	
negotiated	cold	war	architecture’s	“valuation	of	emotions	and	how	they	should	be	
expressed,”	as	historian	Barbara	Rosenwein	describes	the	program	of	emotive	
communities.	While	recent	histories	depict	anxiety	as	the	global	currency	of	postwar	
architectural	affect,1	this	paper	argues	for	a	localized	analysis	of	emotive	discourses	
linked	to	differing	subject	positions	within	an	unfolding	cold	war	order.		
	
Hans	Scharoun’s	unbuilt	1951	entry	in	West	Berlin’s	American	Memorial	Library	
competition	provides	a	case	study	of	architectural	cheerfulness	and	its	ideological	use	
in	cold	war	propaganda.	As	bluntly	stated	by	a	US	competition	advisor:	“The	original…	
program	called	for	a	high	building	in	order	that	it	act	as	an	effective	cold	war	weapon	
as	seen	from	the	Soviet	sector.”	Scharoun’s	proposal	called	for	a	seven-story	tall	
billboard	of	abstract	neon	circles	mounted	on	steel	trusses	and	suspended	in	front	of	
the	library’s	glazed	slab.	The	luminous	sculpture	extended	well	above	the	building’s	
cornice,	ensuring	clear	sight	lines	from	the	dim	nocturnal	streetscapes	of	East	Berlin.	
Scharoun’s	design	conveyed	the	message	that	life	in	the	West	was	qualitatively	
different.	It	was	“heiter”	–	meaning	both	“bright,”	as	in	sunny,	but	also	“cheerful”	–	a	
revolutionary	emotion	for	a	nation	embarked	upon	an	“economic	miracle”	while	still	
ravaged	by	war	and	guilt.		
	
	
	

                                                
1	Sarah Williams Goldhagen and Réjean Legault, eds., Anxious Modernisms: 
Experimentation in Postwar Architectural Culture (2000); Robin Schulentfrei, ed., Atomic 
Dwelling: Anxiety, Domesticity and Postwar Architecture (2012).	
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Presentation script: 

X In February 1990, months after the fall of the Berlin Wall made divided 

Germany a thing of the past, architectural historians convened in Hannover at 

the behest of German National Committee for Historic Preservation. 

 German unification had prompted a new task: that of updating the nation’s 

cultural memory. Historians were asked to formulate criteria that would 

determine which buildings of the ‘Fifties merited protection.   

After three days of debate, they hit a wall, unable even to agree on the 

normative features of West German modernism.  

Most buildings of the first postwar decade showed a fascination with 

orthogonal volumes and gridded surfaces.  

But co-existing alongside this quote “functionalist High-Renaissance” 

was a style that was illusive; varied in form; difficult even to name.   

X Conferees spoke of its “flowing movement;” “dynamic, sweeping 

lines;” “free play of fantasy.” In contrast to the term Sachlichkeit or 

“objectivity” adopted by Bauhaus architects and other protagonists of Weimar 

modernism, the word Heiterkeit – “cheerfulness” in German – came up time 

and again to describe this quote “baroque” postwar impulse.  

Whether it was “an idyllic cheerfulness,” a “rigid cheerfulness,” or even 

a “frigid cheerfulness” was a matter of dispute.   

But it seemed that a specter had haunted West German modernism – the 

specter of cheerfulness.  

 Heiterkeit, extolled as an aesthetic by German writers from Goethe to 

Thomas Mann, held special meaning after the war. In 1955, a themed issue of 

the German lifestyle magazine Magnum proclaimed cheerfulness a new global 

phenomenon in art, architecture and political culture.		
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Today, however, cheerfulness clashes with our understanding of both cold war 

affect and the modernist project. Recent architectural histories have depicted 

anxiety as the lingua franca of cold war affect. In contrast, this paper argues 

for geographically and temporally specific emotive discourses / linked to 

different subject positions / within an unfolding postwar order.  

X          Advertising, which invents emotional resonances for commodities, 

mobilized cheerfulness early on. In the ad for a vacuum cleaner on the left, 

cheerfulness is embodied in the happy housewife – a consumer archetype (and 

category of gendered emotion labor) recognizable from Boisee to Berlin. 

 But apart from suburban homebuilding, postwar modernism – especially 

at monumental scale – would seem to repudiate cheerfulness. Cheerfulness 

emasculates the gridded glass and steel slab.  

One can hardly imagine Howard Roark’s hard-earned masterwork infused with 

cheerfulness. Frank Lloyd Wright, the historical character upon whom Ain 

Rand based her caricature, adopted as his motto: Truth against the world”… 

hardly a recipe for a cheerful life. 

X The German critic Will Grohmann, however, looked deep into building 

proposals by Hans Scharoun, and detected cheerfulness – an attribute that did not 

impress many in West Germany’s architectural establishment.  

To doubters, Scharoun’s work remained mired in interwar expressionism, 

or worse yet, touted German cultural exceptionalism, an idea tainted by Third 

Reich use.  

In the mid-1950s, the so-called ‘American Way’ inspired West German 

political and cultural emulation. In architecture, it implied International-style 

modernism, a sober idiom founded upon the work of expat Bauhaus masters 

Walter Gropius and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, and promoted in Europe by 

Marshall Plan consultants and MoMA curators. 
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This panel provides an opportunity to forge a new interpretation of 

Scharoun’s work based not on a cold war innovation in architectural style, but on 

a culturally specific emotional style.  Scharoun dared to explore cheerfulness as 

the emotional counterpart of the West German economic miracle.  

X Scharoun not only leveraged cheerfulness as an expression of postwar life, 

but also deployed it as a cold war weapon: a propaganda effort as brilliant as it 

was improbable.  

An all-but-forgotten project – Scharoun’s proposal for an American 

Memorial Library in West Berlin, reveals the formal improvisations by which he 

imbued avant-garde architecture with anti-communist emotive content. 

X The 1951 competition for an American Memorial Library held great 

portent. For architects struggling with divided Berlin’s lack of investor 

confidence, a lavishly funded public building was a career-making event. 

 American authorities chose a center-city site in the Kreuzberg district, a 

location that boasted a strategic propaganda advantage.  

X With the building of the infamous Wall still ten years away, West Berlin 

remained an open city, both in terms of pedestrian mobility and sight lines – 

especially given the panoramic devastation evident in the aerial view on the 

right, which shows the socialist border marked by a pink bar.  

The library’s site, marked with a blue arrow, terminated the visual axis 

of Friedrichstrasse: a primary thoroughfare of East Berlin, which began just a 

few blocks north of the site.  

X A US competition advisor noted: quote 

“The original competition program called for a high building in order 

that it act as an effective cold war weapon as seen from the Soviet sector.”   
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The US intended its Memorial Library as a provocation. It would lure 

East Germans into a modern facility stocked with reading material selected by 

American authorities and within eyeshot of socialist East Berlin.  

X The competition results were controversial.  Unable to agree on a clear 

winner, members of the jury chose two entries in a first place tie. 

Both winners shared a common vocabulary: the gridded sobriety of 

International Style modernism. One of the winning entries was by Hans-Peter 

Burmester, a protégé of Egon Eiermann at Karlsruhe Technical University.  

The other was by the team of Willy Kreuer and Gerhard Jobst (who had 

worked in Albert Speer’s Third Reich Urban Reconstruction Staff).  

An American juror favored yet another entry that had received only an 

honorable mention.  

The jury announced that these three entries would be cobbled together 

to create a final design: an outcome that puzzled and angered Berlin’s 

architecture critics.   

Will Grohmann, called West Berlin’s Kunstpapst (or ‘art pope’), 

published an unflinching critique of the competition process.   

He named those responsible for the dubious results, including juror 

Egon Eiermann, Burmester’s mentor. 

X Grohmann also divulged his preference for Hans Scharoun’s entry, a 

slab levitating above a cluster of ground-hugging pavilions. 

He implored readers to carefully consider which they preferred: quote “a 

massive monument, ...as envisioned by most of the proposals,” or “a certain 

cheerfulness (in German,“Heiterkeit”) and informality.  

In contrast, another German critic dismissed Scharoun’s proposal as one 

that  quote “wreaked havoc upon a once-normal structure.”   

This difference of opinion was to be expected.   
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Unlike its competitors, Scharoun’s entry was a true avant-garde object, 

with the attendant power to both transfix and perplex.  

Scharoun’s proposal overlaid contrasting vertical and horizontal 

building orders, each with its own formal vocabulary.  The orthogonal tower 

rises through and above an angular ground floor structure containing the 

circulation desk, card catalogue and reading areas.  

This anarchic ground plan reinvented modernism for a post-functionalist 

age, as glossed by Colin St John Wilson: 

Quote: No regulating lines . . . no canon establishing hierarchies of 

structural, spatial and servicing elements.   

Instead, the technique of the collage -- elements overlaid, dovetailed, 

juxtaposed; sometimes the ‘cutting’ is drastic in its change of scale, material, 

rhythm, idiom.  End quote  

X Here, as in other postwar projects, Sharoun associates democratic design 

with freedom of movement, an approach brought to architecture from his 

Stadtlandschaft (or ‘urban landscape’) proposals. 

According to Scharoun, linear movement, when renforced by the built 

environment, as on the top left, quote: “led directly to marching; to corporeal 

rather than conceptual mobility.” This was the design order of a passive 

citizenry predisposed to quote: “being organized.”  

 The free plan, in contrast, was symptom and symbol of social liberation: 

quote: “the possibility of movement   in any direction  is freely presented.”  

Scharoun’s remedy for authoritarianism was an architecture of 

democracy embodied in unprogrammed movement and freedom to select one’s 

path from a multitude of choices.  

X Scharoun’s architecture of free movement, while questionable in its 

reductive notion of human agency, served the library commission well.   
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The US intended its library to introduce Germans to America’s open 

shelf system, the antithesis of Europe’s restricted-access system in which only 

librarians could peruse shelves - thus controlling free access to information.    

X Sharoun’s treatment of the library’s tower, which housed storage stacks 

and community rooms, mystified the jury no less than the lowrise pavilions. 

This is one of Scharoun’s few mature works composed with a 

discernable façade: an emphasis on frontality that utterly instrumental.   

X Shown in section on the right, the tower bears a steel truss mounted in 

front of the glazed façade to provide support for a neon light display.  

Jurors surely associated the gesture with the kind of brash commercial 

showmanship associated with Times Square – an unthinkable prototype for a 

Memorial Library.  

X Behind the truss-mounted neon signage, the library tower’s glazed wall 

was not flat in section, but serrated – like a flattened sawtooth skylight tilted 

90 degrees.   

Scharoun explained that the facade, composed of upward-tilted glass 

strips, would reflect brilliant stripes of light, cut from the sky, back toward 

East Berlin. 

X He sited the library tower directly on the Friedrichstrasse view corridor.   

The tower design calls for a seven-story tall abstract sculpture of interlocking 

neon rings mounted in front of the library’s façade.  

 Neon circles extend well above the library’s cornice. 

X This added height permits clear sight lines over an elevated train track, 

as predicated by a critical viewing angle located on Friedrichstrasse, in 

communist East Berlin.  

X Project drawings include an incidental monument located several blocks 

north of the competition site.  
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The Friedenssäule or "Peace Column" of 1843, crowned by a winged 

Victory bearing an olive branch, gained new meaning against Berlin’s urban 

rubble.  

Scharoun incorporates the monument as a ‘found object.’ Its emotive 

meanings are crucial to his scheme.  

X In his American Memorial Library, Scharoun recruits light – flashed in 

reflection by day, glowing at night – to create public art and propaganda. 

A color perspective shows the Peace Column’s winged victory framed 

by luminous neon rings mounted on the library's façade.  

This exuberant advertisement for West Berlin as a capitalist ‘city of 

lights’ fused commercial and abstract art into a novel synthesis.   

Stripped of commercial lighting, East Berlin in 1950 was dim and grim.  

Scharoun’s proposal exploited the socialist city’s visual impoverishment to 

emphasize the excitement and otherness of the West.   

This dazzling foil to East Berlin’s sad nightscape conveyed the message 

that life in the West was subjectively different in mood.  It was lighter; in 

German translation, “Heiter,” meaning bright, as in sunny, but also cheerful.  

It was “Heiterkeit” that art critic Will Grohman saw and praised in 

Scharoun’s library.   

“Heiterkeit” distinguished Scharoun’s work from the rehashed Weimar-

era Sachlichkeit – or “objectivity” – of competing competition entries. 

X Heiterkeit is foregrounded, quite literally, in another competition 

rendering. It shows Scharoun’s library triangulated by the winged victory 

statue and the visage of a serene young woman in the foreground.  

This is a “perspective view” in both the technical and existential senses, 

recovering what design historian Marco Frascari has lamented as the loss of 

the human figure’s “ontological dimension” in architectural rendering.   
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X Scharoun spurned the use of ciphers as scale figures, because they 

belied the true scale of his proposal.   

His idealized postwar subject here, as in many of his renderings, is 

female. She repudiates Nazi authority, invariably gendered as male in Third 

Reich art.   

In West German identity politics, as Erica Carter and Mary Nolan have 

observed, an idealized female – relentlessly optimistic, devoted to a better 

future while grounded in the here-and-now – was the early postwar era’s 

quote/unquote “new man.”  

This is her portrait, suffused with “die neue Heiterkeit,” – the new 

cheerfulness: a revolutionary sentiment, considering the German legacy of 

pathology, ruin, and shame.  

Scharoun proposed the creation of a post-Nazi subjectivity through the 

design of its nurturing environments. The dual goal of urban and human 

reconstruction, he believed, was a postwar Sonderweg, an exceptional path 

through history that was Germany’s unique burden – and opportunity.   

Sharoun’s pursuit of a modernism unique to its time and place yielded 

pathbreaking architectural forms, but clashed with cold war cultural politics.  

X Ultimately, US patronage would provide a new library, but not the 

opportunity to define a distinctive German modernism.  

As built, the library’s gridded slab, turned out to be just the sort of 

generic modernist object that one might have found anywhere in the ’50s.  

And that was exactly the point.   

American occupation advisors understood the Sonderweg – the faith in 

German exceptionalism – solely in Third Reich terms. Fearing a revival of 

national chauvinism, they saw any assertion of German uniqueness as suspect. 
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X The finished library paid Scharoun a backhanded compliment with an 

anemic version of his neon propaganda art. An unnecessary extra story lifts 

banal signage for better viewing from East Berlin.   

X Over time, with cheerfulness inducted into retail service for West 

Germany’s burgeoning miracle economy, this specific emotional register soon 

lost ground in the fine arts. Theodor Adorno’s 1967 denunciation of aesthetic 

Heiterkeit hammered the last nail in its coffin.  

X West Germany’s 1958 Brussels World’s Fair Pavilion celebrated an 

aesthetic sobriety thought to be better suited to the nation’s renewed prestige 

and cultural pretentions.  

Designed by Scharoun’s long time detractor, Egon Eiermann, the glass 

and steel pavilion impressed one critic with a quote “attitude of restraint” 

reminiscent of the American work of Bauhaus expatriate Mies van der Rohe. 

 Inside this skeletal vitrine, minimalism gave way to abundance. An in-

vitro collection of consumer objects illustrated the theme “Living and Working 

in Germany.”  

The pavilion catalogue text endowed consumer affluence with a transformative 

potency capable of eradicating Third Reich indoctrination upon contact.  

Its remarkable testament to a postwar world of economic miracles bears quoting.  

 X   “Where are the smart youngsters of yesteryear, with their hair closely 

cropped and daggers in their belts?  

What has become of the strapping girls with their hair pulled tight in buns or 

pigtails?  

Where did all those marchers disappear, moving in columns, six in a row, behind 

their flags?”  

X  “Today, in the streets that are swarming with girls, even the smallest 

wears a pony-tail, a close-cropped boyish hair-do, or a long Parisian fringe.  
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In the smallest village, one finds young men standing at the street corners whom 

one might mistake for foreign tourists until one hears their dialect: they wear 

duffel-coats and new shoes with stitched seams, and their shining motor-cycles 

are leaning against the wall, ready to take couples to the movies in town.” 

Like a fifties detergent ad, the guidebook proclaims that Nazi identity dissolves 

without a trace after being immersed in consumer goods. The utter absence of 

irony with which the claim is made suggests the catechism of a new faith.  

While the catalogue text asserts that young consumers might easily be mistaken 

for foreign tourists, I would amend that claim. 

 Rather than displacing its subjects geographically, the auratic 

cheerfulness of consumer goods catapulted West Germans temporally, dropping 

them into a fresh postwar era – precisely the emotional strategy deployed in 

Scharoun’s proposed library.  

X In closing, let’s return to the historian's debate of 1990, that failed attempt to 

define West German midcentury modernism.  

You'll remember that historians were baffled not by the revival of a quote 

"functionalist High-Renaissance,” as celebrated by Eiermann, but by the 

coexistence of its antithesis: the built “cheerfulness” explored by Scharoun.  

Historian Jost Hermand took issue with conferee assertions of a postwar 

architecture bearing a newly invented label: “die neue Heiterkeit.”  

“In West Germany,” he insisted, “this would have been a time of guilt and 

contemplation.”  

And so it was.   

X But it was also the decade of a madcap reversal of fortunes, in which a 

miracle economy flung Germans from ruins to riches, providing the war's 

pariahs with new cars and refrigerators and mail order catalogues and package 

tours, as consumerism visited German homes across classes for the very first 
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time.  

Which is how West German architecture came to run two radically 

different emotive programs on the same economic hardware. 

X  One style conformed to the nation’s superego, that external arbiter of 

moral values, which insisted on the rationalism of exposed construction 

systems served well-chilled, as recommended by America’s Bauhaus ex-pats.   

X And then there was the architecture of an alternate personality, the id – 

amazed to have survived; to have climbed from the rubble to the shock of blue 

skies and sunny prospects, that longed to shed the burden of an unspeakable 

past; that would wait no longer to slip into cha-cha heels for a night of jukebox 

dancing and eiskalt CocaCola.  

As these everyday examples of ‘50s Heiterkeit suggest, Scharoun was 

anything but an alienated loner, working far from the cultural mainstream.   

He served as the avant-garde of a cheerful Zeitgeist too brash and vulgar 

for West Germany’s modernist establishment to take seriously.   

Historians should recognize in Scharoun’s rejoinder to a rationalist 

revival style the Sonderweg of West German architecture – a nation’s 

exceptional path to postwar modernism.  


