
Forum Hamburger Bahnhof 

How did the museum get its unusual name?  

And what role does the name play for our museum?  

 

In 1848 the current main building of the museum opened as the Hamburger Bahnhof railway 

station, the departure point for trains running from Berlin to Hamburg. Although the 

Hamburger Bahnhof ceased to operate as a passenger station in 1884, the name remained. 

With the opening of the present museum of contemporary art in 1996, the designation 

became part of the name of the institution today called Hamburger Bahnhof – 

Nationalgalerie der Gegenwart. The name says it all: the railway station is a place of 

encounter, where people and the manifold realities of their lives come together. In the same 

spirit, the Forum Hamburger Bahnhof is an open meeting space that facilitates a direct 

exchange between the museum and its visitors.  

 Based on four interrelated themes, the Forum provides insight into our museum, our 

collection, our buildings, and our neighbourhood. As such, we examine the past while we 

look forward into the future of Hamburger Bahnhof as a Nationalgalerie der Gegenwart – a 

national gallery of contemporary art. What does it mean to be a public institution whose 

mission is to foster dialogue on key social issues via contemporary art? The Forum offers a 

space to reflect on this together. We invite you to join us in shaping the future of the museum 

as a sustainable and inclusive institution!  

 



Our Buildings 

 

If buildings could talk, what stories would ours tell? 

What significance do these stories have for the museum? 

 

The Hamburger Bahnhof was one of the first railway stations in Berlin and numbers among 

the oldest surviving station buildings in Germany. In 1906 it was reopened as the Verkehrs- 

und Baumuseum (Museum of Transport and Construction) and the main hall was rebuilt. 

Aimed at a wide public, the museum back then showcased the technological advances 

ushered in by the industrial revolution. Although parts of the building complex were 

destroyed in the Second World War, the main hall was preserved – and with it the objects on 

display, such as models of locomotives and train carriages. Following the division of Berlin, 

the building lay in the western part of the city from 1949 onwards, directly adjacent to the 

border. As property of the Deutsche Reichsbahn, however, it remained in East German 

ownership and for the next four decades was inaccessible to the public.    

In the years before Hamburger Bahnhof opened in 1996 as a museum for contemporary art, 

the building offered the Berlin art scene a venue for pop-up exhibitions, fashion shows and 

concerts. In 2003 the museum was expanded to include the neighbouring Rieckhallen (Rieck 

Halls), which since the 1960s had been part of a goods station. After 1990 the entire premises 

passed into private hands, and for a while it was unclear whether the buildings would remain 

part of the museum. In November 2022 the location in the centre of Berlin was permanently 

secured: the State of Berlin purchased the Rieckhallen and the Federal Government bought 

the historic building. Since February 2023 the entire site has been listed as a historical 

monument.   

 

Our Collection 

 

What artworks become part of our collection?  

What does it mean to collect contemporary art? 



 

Hamburger Bahnhof houses the collection of the Nationalgalerie from 1960 to the present 

and expands these holdings by means of regular acquisitions and donations. Collecting is 

more than an accumulation of objects. Each artwork contains a wealth of stories, which tell of 

people from different times and places. The art scene in Berlin, where creatives from all over 

the world have found a home, forms a focal point of the collection’s ongoing development. 

As an ‘archive of the future’, the collection preserves the present for future generations. 

The forms that artworks can take are constantly evolving. Video works created when the 

museum opened 30 years ago are no longer compatible with today’s technologies. Temporary 

performances and intangible media, such as sound, light and abstract concepts, can also be 

art. How do we preserve these artworks for the future? How can we enable access to the 

artworks that are stored in the depot? Just as art is changing, Hamburger Bahnhof’s collection 

is expanding and thereby presenting the museum with new challenges: what role will the 

collection play in an increasingly digitized world? And how can the museum address climate 

change and develop new strategies for collecting and transporting works of art? 



Our Museum 

 

Are museums as physical locations still needed, when the world is digitally connected?  

What defines a museum? 

 

On 3 November 1996 Hamburger Bahnhof opened its doors in a reunified Berlin as the 

Staatliche Museen zu Berlin’s museum of contemporary art. As the Nationalgalerie der 

Gegenwart, it today attracts more than 300,000 people every year from all over the world. It 

is thus the most-visited venue for contemporary art in Berlin and one of the city’s most 

popular museums. The artists with whom we collaborate have different backgrounds and 

world views. Their works deal with current issues and open new perspectives. The staff who 

work here – whether in the areas of security, ticket sales, conservation, exhibition 

programming, art education, administration, or senior management, likewise have cultural 

roots in various regions of the world. They are part of our community, bringing themselves 

and their personal experiences into the museum. 

At Hamburger Bahnhof, everyone is invited to encounter art at first hand, visit exhibitions, or 

simply meet for a coffee or read a book. The museum offers groups and communities of all 

kinds a place for creative exchange. It also sees itself as an open space for opposing views, 

which not only makes room for critical discourse, but actively welcomes it.  

 

 

Our Neighbourhood 

 

When does a Berlin quarter with houses and streets become a community? 

What defines a neighbourhood?  

Located between the districts of Moabit, Tiergarten and Mitte, Hamburger Bahnhof is the 

heart of a vibrant quarter. Children are captivated by dinosaurs at the neighbouring natural 

history museum. Audiences are enthralled by performances at the nearby Deutsches Theater. 

At the Charité university hospital directly opposite, medical staff are trained, and patients 



tended. Thousands work in the offices in ‘Europa City’. And just across the road, 300,000 

people pass daily through Berlin’s main railway station, while directly beyond that, in the 

Reichstag and the Federal Chancellery, the country’s policies are shaped. As a central anchor 

point, the Hamburger Bahnhof has been part of this neighbourhood since 1848 and has 

experienced moments of great joy, but also of deep distress.  

From 1961 to 1989 the Berlin Wall ran directly along the canal on the east side of the 

building and cut a wide trench through flourishing neighbourhoods. How can community 

emerge from a history of division? And what role does Hamburger Bahnhof play in bringing 

people closer together? Whether on a short visit or as part of our very special neighbourhood, 

everyone is invited to take part in shaping the future of Hamburger Bahnhof and its 

surroundings. 

 


