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1   Quotes

“Taking apart a building of such unquestionable authority has been a strange experience 
but a privilege. The Neue Nationalgalerie is a touchstone for myself and many other 
architects. Seeing behind its exterior has revealed both its genius and its flaws, but overall 
it has only deepened my admiration for Mies’ vision. Our work was therefore surgical in 
nature, addressing technical issues to protect this vision. Certainly carrying out such a 
task in a building that leaves no place to hide is daunting, but we hope to have returned this 
beloved patient seemingly untouched except for it running more smoothly.”

David Chipperfield

“It was all about preserving the aura and not about the reinstatement of an image. The
refurbishment of the Nationalgalerie fundamentally accepted aging and traces of use
in the existing building fabric, as long as they did not impair the visual appearance and
usability of the building.”

Alexander Schwarz, Partner und Design director, David Chipperfield Architects Berlin

“This project was exceptional in many respects: the gravity with which even seemingly
marginal conservation issues were discussed, the high degree of appreciation for the 
material building fabric, the differentiated assessment of the various interests and 
concerns as well as the explicit message that after the completion of the building works 
there is nothing more to see than a major work of late modernism, that has been restored 
with great care.
There was no promise of new splendour, no promise of new qualities, no reinterpretation 
or aesthetic upgrade, but merely the refurbishment of the last work by Ludwig Mies van 
der Rohe in line with accepted conservation practices.”

Martin Reichert, Partner und Managing director, David Chipperfield Architects Berlin

 



2   "Monument preservation and renewal concept". Essay by Martin Reichert 

Excerpt from an essay by Martin Reichert, Partner and Managing director, David Chipperfield 
Architects Berlin, from: Neue Nationalgalerie Berlin. Refurbishment of an Architectural 
Icon. Ed. by Arne Maibohm for the Bundesamt für Bauwesen und Raumordnung. 
To be published in July 2021 by JOVIS. ISBN 978-3-86859-687-8.

The outstanding importance of the Neue Nationalgalerie, representing the climax 
and conclusion of late Modernity, and its almost undisturbed material and visual 
preservation, placed high demands on monument-preservation compatibility of the 
building measures. The perfection of the “temple of Modernity” affords hardly any leeway 
and is unforgiving.

The building measures focused on the general overhaul of the structure, including the 
removal of toxins and achieving contemporary technical and energy-related standards–in 
so far as this was compatible with the demands of the monument. The client’s defined 
goal, “As much Mies as possible,” as well as the building’s given limits and potential, left 
little room to maneuver. Firmly in the spirit of the task, our team at David Chipperfield 
Architects regarded ourselves as “invisible architects,” who planned and implemented 
the required adaptations and measures in the service of and with a responsibility toward 
the original designer, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, thereby refraining from incorporating 
our own personal preferences.

The general overhaul had the aim of giving the building a new lease of life of around 40 
to 50 years, in its original and future function as an art museum and venue for special 
exhibitions. During that time, appropriate building maintenance should suffice to ensure 
the building’s operations, without making fundamental or structural changes necessary. 
Often, the desired sustainability of the general overhaul conflicted with efforts to 
retain as much of the original material structure as possible, while only using minimal 
measures.

The starting point for our planning considerations was the actually built structure, 
having aged and partially changed on its journey through the decades. The approach 
to the monument was subject to the familiar questions, criteria, and methods that are 
generally applied to high-ranking monuments elsewhere. 

During archive research work lasting over a year, we gathered, viewed, systematized, 
indexed, and analyzed thousands of documents. The extremely large volume of diverse, 
preserved original sources painted a virtually complete picture of the planning and 
building history. In the following years, this guideline formed a solid basis for our 
planning decisions. 

Mies’s design for the Neue Nationalgalerie and its structural implementation are 
defined by principles and typical characteristics. The underlying motif of the temple hall 
upon a podium is “timelessly Modern”, as are the exterior appearance’s high degree of 
abstraction, the modular design principle, refraining from an ostensible functionality 
for the exhibition hall, as well as the use of natural stone (granite and marble), brown 
oak, steel, bronze, and glass. By contrast, the aesthetic expression of the original period 
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can be seen in the modular suspended ceilings in the basement, the illumination of the 
spaces using down lights and wall washers, the warm tone of the artificial light, the 
design of the sanitary rooms, the woodchip wallpaper together with the fitted carpet 
flooring in the collection rooms, the use of curtains, and the floor-flex tiles in the back-
of-house area. We regarded both aspects as equally important, while preserving and 
replacing them wherever they were missing.

While implementing the general overhaul, we deliberately refrained from visually 
“refreshing” the monument or reinterpreting it by “updating” colors, materials or details 
according to our contemporary tastes. We accepted the traces of use and ageing on the 
natural stone, on the original metal mounts in the interior and on all wooden building 
elements, repairing damage in accordance with standard restoration methods. Additions 
that would otherwise stand out were visually integrated through reserved retouching.
Theoretically, the building equipment has an equal status with the rest of the 
monument. In view of today’s demands, there was no chance that we could pursue that 
aim everywhere. In a building’s high-performance use as a museum, its technology is 
an ephemeral, transient layer that would only have been preservable by turning the 
building into the museum of a museum and extensively using the technology. However, 
we did preserve elements of the technical equipment if its continued use was possible 
with or without technical adaptation (such as the supply-air grilles and lights) or when 
their preservation was feasible even though they no longer fulfilled their function (wall 
telephones, security-inspection key-switches, and others). The freight elevator and the 
curtain technology in the exhibition hall were materially preserved as technical heritage, 
retaining their original function.

The depth of measures, combined with the removal of toxic substances, resulted in a 
considerable loss of original building fabric–albeit fortunately in a non-visible area. 
Following the general overhaul, the “skin”, i.e. the original surfaces, and the “bones”, 
i.e. the shell construction, are the most important carriers of material heritage. Large 
volumes of the “meat” were lost: screed, plaster, wire-plaster ceilings, porous concrete 
facing formwork, as well as heat and other insulation could only be retained as evidence 
in preservation zones. 

Despite the necessary optimization and re-qualification to fulfill technical standards, to 
improve safety standards for people and objects, to enhance the convenience of use, or 
reduce running expenses, we did not remove all defects or imperfections (from today’s 
perspective) no matter the consequences–for instance at the cost of losing a substantial 
amount of the building fabric. In some cases, we merely alleviated the situation to 
a tolerable level, for example the condensation. Such aspects, which are typical for 
buildings from the construction period, form a significant element of the building’s 
character and are a genuine part of the historical evidence that we wished to preserve as 
far as possible.
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3   Further texts

Renovation of the façade

  Steel and glass façade  
After 50 years of use, the characteristic steel and glass façade of the Neue 
Nationalgalerie had reached a critical condition resulting from structural defects. The 
static underdimensioning of the glazing, corrosion around the glass retaining bars 
as well as the resulting broken glass had put public safety at risk. These problems 
were inevitable due to the design: Mies van der Rohe devoted more attention to the 
appearance and proportions than to usability. 

The non-thermally broken façade construction together with the relatively high humidity 
during exhibitions created a high level of condensation when outside temperatures 
dropped below 4°C. In order to minimise condensation, a detailed feasibility study at 
the beginning of the concept design stage analysed the use of double-pane insulated 
glazing. However, after assessing both the historic preservation and technical 
arguments, the decision was ultimately met to use mono-glazing in a non-thermally 
broken construction, as this was the most effective method of preserving the appearance 
of the upper exhibition hall. 

In order to eliminate glass breakage in the future, laminated safety glass, which is twice 
as thick (2 x 12 mm), was used and the façade was adapted so that it can move without 
constraint. The method used to connect the roof to the façade was changed for this 
purpose: Short steel struts replace the continuous flat steel around the mullions. Newly 
planned expansion mullions on each side of the façade can absorb the movements in the 
construction. The construction was designed to be airtight and vapour-tight to prevent 
corrosion inside the profile joints and cavities. The disadvantages of the non-thermally-
broken façade construction were accepted. Any condensate is collected in channels and 
drained in a controlled manner. 

Despite the high demands, exceptional technical solutions made it possible to remedy 
the structural deficiencies in this unique façade in a manner that was gentle on the 
existing structure and ultimately hardly visible.

  Natural stone façade    
The granite façade of the Neue Nationalgalerie in the area of the podium was one of the 
first ventilated natural stone façades installed in Germany. The façade was therefore 
considered to be an architectural monument due to its significance in construction 
history. The overarching objective was to restore the building's appearance as far as 
possible, while reusing the historic granite slabs and ashlars. 

All façade slabs were dismantled and repositioned in their exact original location during 
the necessary renovation of the façades, which included the renovation of the concrete 
shell, sealing and replacement of the thermal insulation. Before they were repositioned, 
the reusability of the natural stone slabs as curtain wall material had to be verified 
through various material tests. Broken slabs had to be replaced for structural reasons. 
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Undesirable details, such as movement joints that were cut vertically at a later stage, 
were eliminated. Static and thermal verification was also required to reconstruct the 
original anchors, which were standard flat anchors with a very narrow web thickness. As 
a result, the joint was restored to a width of 6 millimetres, in keeping with the joint used 
during the original construction. 

Special attention was also paid to the cleaning of the façade slabs. Severe soiling and 
darkening of the surface, reddish-brown discolouration, biogenic growth and surface 
protection that had been improperly applied were delicately removed without harming the 
granite‘s substance. The gentle cleaning process homogenised the façades, but did not 
produce a radiant new appearance resembling the original. The tone of the slabs that had 
to be replaced was matched in order to homogenise them. 

Restructuring and improvements in use  

The programme, restructuring of the use and approach for updating the Neue 
Nationalgalerie to contemporary museum standards were developed jointly in an iterative 
process within the framework of the concept and developed design stages. The joint 
agreements were undertaken under the moderation and leadership of David Chipperfield 
Architects Berlin between the National Museums in Berlin as the user, the Prussian 
Cultural Heritage Foundation as the client, the German Federal Office for Building and 
Regional Planning as the client‘s construction representative, the Berlin Monument 
Authority as the responsible heritage authority, and the specialist consultants involved 
in the process. The coordination process was supported in an advisory capacity by Dirk 
Lohan, Mies van der Rohe's grandson, who was involved in the original design process, 
and the architectural historian Prof. Dr. Fritz Neumeyer in his capacity as expert on Mies 
van der Rohe. Interventions and changes were limited to the absolute minimum. The 
condition of the building when it originally opened served as the primary reference. 

The restructuring of the functions helps restore the building to its original spatial 
structure. In the lower level, the ideal floorplan for the public areas at the time of 
construction was restored by relocating the cloakroom and the bookshop to the previous 
painting and sculpture storage areas. The museum café was kept in its original place. 
The original vending machine wall in the café was restored but reinterpreted as a 
reminder of the 1960s. The visitor toilets from the original construction period were left 
in place and only modified in certain areas. The relocated storage areas are now situated 
in a new underground area below the podium terrace. By repurposing and converting 
former technical spaces, it was possible to set up a contemporary exhibition preparation 
area as well as additional storage rooms. The technical building services are now also 
installed in the new underground construction. 

For the first time since its opening, the Neue Nationalgalerie now offers barrier-free 
access. A new ramp is located at the southeast staircase of the podium, providing 
access to both the large terrace and the main entrance. In the future, the exhibition 
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rooms and access to the service facilities will be connected by doors, which will be kept 
open to extend the space without any thresholds. 

Interior fittings and building services

The original modular ceiling in the basement was upgraded in terms of fire protection 
and operability while retaining its appearance. A flexible ceiling system with metal 
cassettes replaces the original wooden substructure. New wooden modular panels 
were mounted on top. In order to avoid the need to attach additional busbars, they were 
integrated flush into the ceiling parallel to the exhibition walls. 

In keeping with its historical appearance, the upper exhibition hall was once again 
fitted with a curtain. The selection of the material was based on the original curtain. 
The motors and rope guides that had been preserved were repaired. In the exhibition 
area on the lower ground floor, the curtain and glare protection were selected according 
to lighting and conservation requirements. Since the original carpet was no longer 
preserved here, a replica was made based on a presumed original pattern, historical 
photos and reports.

The technical building services were upgraded to meet the technical requirements of 
a contemporary museum building. The challenge was to preserve the visible original 
elements of the building's technical equipment from a material and functional 
perspective and to integrate new technology into the overall design of the listed building. 
The new ventilation equipment for the air curtain system of the glass façades uses the 
supply air grating dating back to the time of the original construction. The impression of 
the washrooms as they were when they were first built was recaptured by reconstructing 
the washstands and reversing the wall-mounted installation. The original fittings with 
visible switches, pushbuttons and sockets were reconstructed.

The underfloor heating beneath the stone flooring of the upper hall was completely 
restored and also equipped with an underfloor cooling system. The system had been 
taken out of service at an early stage, because its steel pipes had become corroded 
and started leaking. Due to the high storage mass of the floor, the restoration of the 
underfloor heating made an essential contribution to stablising the indoor climate. The 
radiators that were installed at a later stage in adjacent rooms could also be removed, 
bringing the building back closer to its original design by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe.
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Sustainability   

The refurbishment will grant the Neue Nationalgalerie a second lease on life. The 
hazardous materials used during the construction of the building in the 1960s, including 
asbestos and artificial mineral fibre, were completely removed, paving the way to 
continue operating the building in a healthy and sustainable manner.

The building was modified to reduce energy consumption wherever such measures 
aligned with heritage conservation issues. The structural thermal insulation of 
the exhibition hall roof and the upper end of the lower ground floor, for example, 
was significantly improved. A highly efficient run-around coil system was installed 
during renovation of the ventilation system. Particularly in summer, it assists the air 
conditioning system to achieve the building's required cooling capacity.

The existing light fixtures were converted to LED technology suitable for museum 
use. The LED technology not only enables a significantly higher lighting level, but 
also achieves considerable energy savings compared to the historical system, while 
maintaining the light distribution of the original building.
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Foundation of the 'New Department of the Nationalgalerie Berlin' in the 
Kronprinzenpalais by the Director of the Berlin National Gallery Ludwig 
Justi.  

March – the compliant press launched coordinated attacks against the 
Kronprinzenpalais.
1 July – Ludwig Justi was removed from office.

5 July – Closure of the gallery in the Kronprinzenpalais and confiscation of 
selected works for the 'Degenerate Art' exhibition.

Wartime removal of artworks from the Kronprinzenpalais.

Loss of the collection through looting and removal from storage. After the 
war ended, foundation of a 20th century collection by the Berlin magistrate 
for the reconstruction of the collections.

Splitting up of the collection after two German states were established. In 
West Berlin, foundation of a 'Gallery of the 20th Century' as a city exhibition 
venue for modern art in the former Landwehr casino in Jebensstraße.

Return of the outsourced collection to West Berlin. Exhibition 
first in Berlin-Dahlem and from 1959 in Charlottenburg Palace.

Establishment of the Prussian Cultural Heritage Foundation.

Decision to build a representative new building at the newly founded
Kulturforum.

Ludwig Mies van der Rohe appointed as architect.

23 September – Groundbreaking ceremony.

5 April – Hydraulic lifting of the steel roof in the presence of Mies
van der Rohe.

15 September – Inauguration.

After reunification, the formerly divided collections of the Nationalgalerie 
Berlin were consolidated and reallocated.  20th-century art was allocated to  
the Neue Nationalgalerie.

March – Historic preservation and structural survey. Identification
of serious structural and technical damage and defects.

Decision to refurbish the building in line with accepted conservation 
practices.

4   Chronology
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Invitation to tender for a Europe-wide open architect selection procedure 
for the refurbishment of the Neue Nationalgalerie in line with accepted 
conservation practices. David Chipperfield Architects Berlin was 
commissioned based on the tender procedure.
July – Start of project with Concept design.  

Developed design stage.
 
2 October to 31 December – “Sticks and Stones” is the last exhibition 
before the museum was closed. The Upper Exhibition Hall is transformed 
with 144 tree trunks into a densely packed columned hall by David 
Chipperfield Architects Berlin.
31 December – Closure and clearing of building initiated, which lasts 
approximately one year.

Approval design stage.

Technical design stage.

6 to 13 January – Concert series by the band Kraftwerk as the last public 
event before the preparatory construction measures begin.

Art is moved out and building cleared

Construction phase 1: Preparatory construction measures, removal of 
historic building components, removal of hazardous materials. 

Construction phase 2: Shell construction measures. 

14 September – Topping out ceremony on the 50th anniversary of the 
opening.

Construction phase 3: Fit-out.

Completion Exhibition hall.

29 April – Key handover to the client, the Prussian Cultural
Heritage Foundation.

21 August – Opening.

2012

2013

2014

2014–15

2014–17

2015

2015

2016–17

2017–20 

2018

2018–21

2020

2021



5   Facts and data
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Client
User 

Stiftung Preußischer Kulturbesitz
Nationalgalerie – Staatliche Museen zu Berlin

Address Potsdamer Straße 50, 10785 Berlin
Programme and floor 
areas

Ground floor
Exhibition area (2,330 m²)
Lower ground floor (Collection floor)
Exhibition area (6,740 m²)
Sculpture garden (1,850 m²)
Cloakroom (190 m²)
Museum shop (90 m²)
Café (95 m², 55 seats)
Administration, offices, restoration, library (620 m²)
New art storage space (600 m²)
Basement floor
Building services

Outdoor facilities Podium terrace
Sculpture garden
Green space at Reichpietschufer

Gross floor area 13,900 m², including 1,100 m² newly added
Effective area 9,200 m², including 900 m² newly added: 
Dimensions Exhibition hall 50 x 50 m, roof 65 x 65 m

Sculpture garden 93 x 20 m
Podium including sculpture garden 130 x 130 m
Clear room height of exhibition hall 8.40 m 
Total height of exhibition hall 10.40 m
Clear room height of lower ground floor 4.0 m (Cloakroom 
and shop 5.0 m)

Further figures 35,000 dismantled and repositioned building parts in total
1,600 m² new glass installed
Dimensions of glass panes exhibition hall 3.43 x 5.50  m
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Glass panes of façade JinJing, Zibo, China
Reconstructions Anker-Teppichböden, Düren (wool carpet)

GIRA Giersiepen GmbH & Co. KG, Radevormwald (switch range)
Creation Bauman, Langenthal (curtains)
FSB, Brakel (door handles)
Laufen Deutschland, Staudt (washstands)
GOLEM - Kunst und Baukeramik GmbH , Berlin (tiles)

Adaptation of modular ceiling Lindner AG, Arnsdorf
Barcelona furniture, cushion replica Knoll International, Kelkheim
Modification of historic luminaires Mawa design, Michendorf
Sanitary equipment, fittings Dornbracht, Berlin


