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Around 1910, Berlin was on the rise: the city was growing at a rapid pace 

and becoming one of the most important centers of modernism in the 

world. Technological advances in industry, construction, and transporta-

tion accompanied the rise of a new mass culture, with an emphasis on 

leisure. As the city transitioned from the conservative German Empire to 

the democratic Weimar Republic, its intellectual climate underwent a pro-

found transformation – defined by sharp contrasts: liberating and unset-

tling at once, chaotic yet innovative, brilliant and ominous. The traumas of  

World War I (1914–1918) and political unrest cast a long shadow over the 

»Golden Twenties« of the Weimar Republic (1918–1933). The metropolis 

was in upheaval on every level: freedom, consumption, and excess coex-

isted with growing poverty and unemployment. Even back then, Berlin 

was nicknamed »Babylon« – an allusion to the biblical »Babel« – a place 

where people from all over the world converged and moral boundaries 

were crossed. 

 

Ruin and Rush explores, in three main sections, the simultaneity of glam-

our and misery, and rise and fall in Berlin during the 1910s and 1920s. 

The exhibition opens with Ernst Ludwig Kirchner’s painting Potsdamer 

Platz, which, as early as 1914, captured the fractured spirit of the age. 

After an introductory section examining the dynamism of the growing me-

tropolis – its architecture, traffic, and nightlife – the second part of the ex-

hibition turns to the social suffering that defined the daily lives of most of 

the population. The third section sheds light on the multifaceted, urban 

woman, addressing changing attitudes toward freedom, self-determina-

tion, and queer life. The exhibition closes with Lotte Laserstein’s melan-

cholic work Evening over Potsdam (1930), a reflection on the rising tide of 

National Socialism. 

 

The exhibition primarily features paintings and sculptures from the 

Nationalgalerie’s collection of Classical Modernism, supplemented by a 

major loan from the Landesbank Baden-Württemberg collection at the 

Kunstmuseum Stuttgart: Otto Dix’s 1925 portrait of the dancer Anita Ber-

ber. All works have an explicit connection to the city of Berlin – whether 

through their subject matter or through biographical ties to the artists. The 

polyphonic voices of the era unfold through works representing styles as 

varied as Expressionism and New Objectivity. 

 

Berlin in Turmoil 

In the 1910s and 1920s, Berlin was simultaneously a symbol of a world 

thrown off its axis and a celebrated metropolis of international renown. 

New modes of transportation – streetcars, subway lines, automobiles – 

radically accelerated the pace of urban life. Potsdamer Platz was consid-
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ered the busiest square in Europe. Bridges and plazas, department 

stores, arcades, and cafés became vibrant sites of transit and encounter. 

 

The dynamism of the modern city also laid the groundwork for the estab-

lishment of cinemas. Illuminated signs, movie theaters, and entertainment 

palaces provided intense, overlapping sensory experiences. Newspapers, 

along with telephone and radio, were among the new mass media that 

shaped the daily lives of city dwellers. Industrial standardization enabled 

mass-produced goods and rising consumption, while new building materi-

als – iron and concrete – gave rise to new forms of architecture. 

 

Art, in parallel, discovered the city as a metaphor for this era of upheaval. 

The Expressionist Jakob Steinhardt infused his nocturnal street scene 

with a sense of dangerous instability. Hannah Höch addressed political  

upheaval in her Dadaist collage. Lesser Ury processed the sensory over-

load of the electrically lit urban night in a style still indebted to Impression-

ism. Paul Fuhrmann and Oskar Nerlinger, by contrast, painted in a sober, 

geometric manner – capturing, with a critical undertone, a regimented 

modern world of work and everyday life. In Fritz Lang‘s cinematic classic 

Metropolis (1927), the first humanoid robot in film history embodies the 

destructive potential of technology. 

 

Shadows of the City 

Acute crises and profound social inequality shaped Berlin during the 

Weimar Republic. In the aftermath of World War I, heavy reparations and 

devastating inflation led to economic hardships and political radicalization. 

Violent clashes between left- and right-wing factions repeatedly erupted, 

at times escalating to the brink of civil war. 

 

Between 1910 and 1925, Berlin’s population doubled. Unemployment and 

homelessness rose sharply. Disabled war veterans were a fixture on the 

city’s streets. The squalid, overcrowded living conditions of what was then 

called the »workers’ proletariat« stood out in stark contrast to the con-

sumer habits and comforts of bourgeois neighborhoods. Low wages and 

the monotony of assembly-line factory work heightened feelings of  

exploitation and alienation. 

 

The socially critical painter Otto Nagel – self-taught and from a working-

class background – painted empathetic portraits of the disadvantaged and 

marginalized in the city’s northern districts of Moabit and Wedding. Gustav 

Wunderwald, trained as a stage designer, recorded Berlin’s bleak streets 

and backyards with a matter-of-fact eye. For the experimental documen-

tary Berlin – Die Sinfonie der Großstadt (Berlin: Symphony of a Great 

City) (1927), Walther Ruttmann commissioned striking footage of urban 

daily life marked by hardship and deprivation. George Grosz laid bare the 

vast gulf between rich and poor without compromise: in the modern indus-

trial world, workers and educated elites, war-disabled veterans and brief-

case-toting bureaucrats had no joint future. 
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The Urban Woman 

A shift in gender roles began during World War I: with men away at  

the front, women took on new roles in society with autonomous responsi-

bilities. A decisive step toward emancipation in Germany came with the 

introduction of women’s suffrage in 1918. Growing urbanization fostered a 

modern mass society and an expanding bureaucracy, thereby also open-

ing up new earning opportunities for women from the lower social classes. 

 

This new female self-understanding gave rise to the figure of the »Neue 

Frau« – the »New Woman«. She wore her hair short, pantsuits, neckties, 

and hats – an androgynous look embodied by the Berlin sculptress Renée 

Sintenis. Magazines, film, and advertising amplified and shaped this im-

age of a self-assured modern woman. 

 

Women frequented the countless cafés, nightclubs, variety theaters, and 

revue venues without male chaperones and chose their own lovers – re-

gardless of gender. By the 1920s, Berlin had become a European center 

of sexual openness and freedom, of pleasure-seeking and cultural vitality. 

Women were essential players in the entertainment field, though they re-

mained subject to patriarchal structures. A select few stepped into the 

limelight, among them the scandalous dancer Anita Berber and the Amer-

ican Josephine Baker, who brought the Charleston to Berlin. Yet the intox-

icating nightlife had its dark side: drug dependency and poverty-driven  

prostitution were widespread. 


