
The Czech embassy in Berlin, by the architects Věra Machoninová and 
Vladimír Machonin, is an architectural icon built at the heart of divided 
Berlin, in close proximity to the Berlin Wall. Its architecture, often la-
belled »communist« or »Eastern«, is an outstanding achievement of 
European Brutalism, expressing the individual creativity of the archi-
tects, as well as their constructive abilities, art conceptions and crafts-
manship, without the ambition of projecting a socialist or national 
ethos. In this paper, the embassy serves as a case study to examine the 
notion of ideologically charged architecture from the 1950s to the 1970s, 
framing it within discussions in Czechoslovakia between the architects 
and the investor – the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The embassy’s 
unique features transcend the East-West difference in terms of creativ-
ity and style. Despite these features, the building’s continued existence 
depends on its contested reception among experts and users.

Architecture production in the former socialist bloc is often la-
belled »East-Modern« (»Ost-Moderne«). The German term was 
coined to re-evaluate and direct more attention to the built heritage 
of the former German Democratic Republic (GDR), or East Germany. 
As Simone Hain recently noted, it served as a »Kampfbegriff« (battle 
slogan) to counter the exclusive West German perspective – the low 
regard for East German architecture and for the »East« in general: 
»Der Osten kann per se keine so gute moderne Architektur wie der 
freiheitliche Westen hervorgebracht haben; außerdem bilden die 
Bauten, die hier und da zu sehen sind, ohnehin nur ungeschickte Na-
chahmungen, noch dazu von Nachkriegsbauten, die man gleich am li-
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ebsten abreißen würde.«1 The quotation suggests a number of the 
prejudices faced by the GDR’s built heritage, chiefly the limitation of 
freedom of expression, creativity and originality – the architecture of 
the GDR was considered a less valuable copy of »Western« architec-
tural icons. Andreas Butter aims to advocate the singular achievement 
of the GDR within modernity: »The GDR is not to be measured mere-
ly by the standards of worldwide modernism, but must be understood 
precisely as an independent contribution to the discussion of these 
standards. In the post-war period, this included above all social con-
tent – higher health standards, democratisation of education, eman-
cipation of women and the development of creative forces.«2 This is a 
relevant and understandable aim in the internal German discourse; 
however, it is questionable whether the binary East-West opposition 
is still valid for Germany thirty years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
and whether a broader territorial (European) and historical reference 
framework would not be more productive.

In retrospect, we can see the shared European architectural 
history in many aspects of post-war development – the problems of 
housing shortage and post-war reconstruction and the advent of con-
sumer society, mass housing, digitisation and telecommunication, etc. 
Accordingly, in the field of architecture, Hans Ibelings notes: »But no 
matter how vigorously East and West cultivated their antagonism in 
order to construct and maintain their respective identities, there were 
remarkable similarities in architecture. With the exception of Social-
ist Realism […] the development of architecture in the East had paral-
lels with that in the West, and one of these parallels is Brutalism.«3 
Ibelings suggests that the difference between East and West was sub-
ject to political identity construction, and that in architecture as such 
the difference was less remarkable. He also notes that the self-under-
standing of the inhabitants of the region is by no means »Eastern« 
but rather »Central«, hinting at the predefined mental maps of »West-
ern« writers and editors. The significant German art historians Adrian 
von Butlar and Gabi Dolff-Bonekämper present similar views: »In ret-
rospect – as the recently used terms of ›East Modernism‹ or ›West 
Modernism‹ suggest – can preferred or obsolete building tasks and 
significant differences in type, style and urban spatial planning be 
identified for ideological reasons? […] It would be a complete exagger-
ation to claim that all building projects of the 1960s and 1970s in Berlin 
were equally politicised and could only be adequately read in terms of 
system antagonism.«4 This urges us to proceed with caution before 
making too hasty and all-encompassing judgements on the ideological 
divide and on the politics and ideology directly influencing architec-
ture. A more significant task may be to offer a more diversified reading, 
and to reframe architectural history and mental maps once again on a 
broader European perspective. 
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Ideology and architecture in Czechoslovakia

The relationship between ideology and architecture took different 
forms, at varying levels of intensity, during the 40-year existence of 
socialist Czechoslovakia. Initially, the socialist realism imposed on the 
entire Soviet bloc after 1945 (since 1948 known as »sorela« in 
Czechoslovakia) can be summed up by its central dictum: art should 
be »national in form and socialist in content«.5 The ideological official 
view condemned the avant-gardes, decadent capitalist formalism, in-
dividualism and the lack of social awareness. Socialist realism served 
as a tool for disciplining ideologically unstable artists and architects. 
However, the first cracks and a revision appeared after 1956 as the ex-
pert public became more eloquent on Western artistic inspirations and 
the existing technical deficits of sorela. In Czechoslovakia, three posi-
tions developed: »dogmatic sorela«, »westernisation« and the in-be-
tween singular socialist approach. The last-mentioned, according to 
Rostislav Švácha, defined moderate modernity without »capitalist ex-
cesses«, manifested as »inconspicuousness, non-exclusivity, non-ex-
pressivity and self-restraint«.6 This was the case with the award-win-
ning Brussels Expo Pavilion in 1958, which marked the ideological turn 
towards the International style (named the »Brussels« style). Since 
then, architecture no longer manifested the ideological battle between 
capitalism and socialism. Rather, the attainment of a more democratic 
and accessible standard of living became the proclaimed aim of social-
ist architects. Only a few years later, in 1964, the theoretician Otakar 
Nový noted: »Many people, therefore, are now asking what is, essen-
tially, the difference between Western and socialist architecture and 
construction? Isn’t today’s building art in the West, even in its exclu-
sivity, basically a foretaste of the mass construction of the wonderful 
architectonic landscape of communism?«7 The fact that capitalist ar-
chitecture moved from a despised ideological enemy towards a kind of 
model shows the extent of the discursive shift that took place. 

In the late 1950s, the Czechoslovak Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
launched a wide building programme through architecture competi-
tions. Notable buildings and artistic achievements were selected to 
represent the state and to compete in the international arena. Such 
competitions gave rise to outstanding works of architecture by the ar-
chitects Karel Filsak (Beijing, Geneva, Cairo, New Delhi), Jan Šrámek 
and Jan Bočan (London, Stockholm) and the Machonin couple. The 
review of the Beijing jury decisions noted the high-quality results, and 
the winning project was strongly classically inspired but devoid of 
ideological iconography. The inner conflict of the time was revealed 
in the jury statement, based on a lack of ideological guidelines for ar-
chitecture and a general need for an elaborate discussion.8 In 1965, in 
an article on foreign embassies, the head of the foreign building de-



133Helena Huber-Doudová� The Czech embassy in Berlin

partment outlined the main investment aims: »to implement the con-
struction of buildings for our embassies in the most economical way 
while ensuring the necessary degree of state representation so that it 
is clear from the architectural expression and the whole concept of 
the building that it is a socialist state. Therefore, the conceptual de-
sign is always developed by a Czechoslovak architect, and where pos-
sible she produces also further stages of project documentation.«9 The 
political agenda lagged behind the functional and economic aspects, 
and the definition of the socialist state (not socialism) remained rath-
er vague. The Czech nationality of the architects and designers was 
the relevant criterion. Věra Machoninová, who won numerous compe-
titions, noted on her negotiation with the investors: »This is what the 
jury approved, that’s it fixed for us, that’s what we have to stick to.«10 
The winning architecture design was binding, and officials and inves-
tors did not interfere with the architectural concept. 

The personal style of the Machonin couple developed in the 
course of the 1960s. Vladimír Machonin had supervised the construc-
tion of the Brussels Expo pavilion, and the political thaw of the 1960s 
meant that architects became more connected to international trends 
in their field. The Machonins won a third prize for the university 
grounds in Dublin in 1963 (together with Karel Prager, Jiří Albrecht and 
Jiří Kadeřábek). The prize enabled them to travel abroad on study trips, 
with a special focus on cinemas, after winning the competition for the 
Thermal festival and spa hotel at Karlovy Vary (Karlsbad) in 1964. 

Věra Machoninová recalls the 1970 Osaka exhibition as her last 
foreign trip until 1989. As a result of their disapproval of the Soviet 
invasion of 1968, she and her husband were not admitted to the new-
ly established Union of Czech Architects, their semi-independent 
Studio Alfa was incorporated within a larger state planning office, and 
they were banned from architectural competitions, publications, and 
exhibitions. However, they were allowed to continue working on pro
jects already under way, such as the Kotva and DBK department 
stores and the Czechoslovak embassy in East Berlin. 

The architecture of the Machonin husband-and-wife team is 
characterised by self-confident structural solutions, combining the 
construction with generous spatial layout. The open plan of the Kotva 
department store is unique in its constructive use of an organic hon-
eycomb structure, while the DBK shopping centre’s atrium and open 
plan allow the space to flow from one floor to the other via an outdoor 
promenade towards a subway passage. Formally, the buildings are dis-
tinct in their outline; the Thermal hotel’s orthogonal composition of 
a low pedestal and a high slender volume is disturbed by three oval 
cinema halls that dynamically react to the relief of the nearby river 
valley. A rather outstanding feature in the context of the Czechoslovak 
architecture of the time is the use of intense colours, such as red, or-
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ange and yellow. In combination with splendid artworks, they created 
a design environment. A wide range of material uses, including con-
crete and glass, inventively dissolve the boundary between interior 
and exterior.

Architecture of the embassy

The establishment of the Czechoslovak embassy in the GDR falls 
within the period of the legal international acknowledgement of the 
GDR. Only close allies, such as Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, 
Bulgaria, North Korea and the Soviet Union, were granted the right to 
establish their own free-standing buildings, and only the USSR and 
Czechoslovakia commissioned architects from their countries of ori-
gin.11 The Czechoslovak embassy competition proposal from 1970 
planned for the Leipziger Strasse a longitudinal slab divided into two 
volumes, erected on concrete load-bearing cores above the ground. On 
the second floor, a semi-detached pavilion would serve for represen-
tative purposes. The upper storeys began at the fourth floor. An addi-
tional lower structure included administration functions.

The East Berlin urban planners intended to temporarily re-es-
tablish the representative significance of the former Berlin centre in 
Wilhelmstrasse (from 1964 Otto-Grotewohl-Strasse). Thus, the plot 
for the Czechoslovak embassy shifted to Otto-Grotewohl-Strasse (at 
the corner of Mohrenstrasse) in the planned diplomatic quarter. The 
new situation required a new building concept, and is also a key to the 
building’s characteristic as a solitary icon. The plot was adjacent to the 
Berlin Wall, with only little substance left at Wilhelmstrasse. Basical-
ly, it was a terrain vague. Between 1987 and 1992, the surrounding 
blocks of prefabricated housing were constructed. Thus, for nearly 20 
years, the embassy served as the only reference point in the area (pos-
sibly the reason for the nickname »spaceship«). The architectural de-
sign by the Machonin couple from 1972 implied a closed cubic volume 
with an atrium on the upper floors of the building; the maximum floor 
space was 50 x 50 m, and the height 22 m. [ Fig. 1 ] The dynamic floor plan 
was divided diagonally, with inserted circular halls. [ Fig. 2 ]

The reworked final study is dated March 1973. The architects 
noted: »[W]ith the use of structural forms of planes intersecting each 
other, the architecture composition is based on the idea of revealing 
the functional elements of the embassy in the exterior in individual 
forms and materials.«12

The Machonins laid great emphasis on the expression of func-
tion and construction to reveal the representative purposes of the em-
bassy in its exterior appearance. The house has two faces, the repre-
sentative one facing Wilhelmstrasse and the more casual one turned 
towards the atrium. On the first floor, three glass capsules emphasise 
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[1]	 Věra Machoninová, Vladimír Machonin, Czech embassy in Berlin, winning 
competition design – north elevation, 1972, National Gallery Prague 

[2]	 Věra Machoninová, Vladimír Machonin, Czech embassy in Berlin, floor-plan, 2nd floor, 
1972, National Gallery Prague 
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the piano nobile of the embassy. They are lifted above the ground to 
provide a free basement and a diagonal access ramp. Above the repre-
sentative capsules, on a finer scale, three floors of offices and maison-
ette apartments with horizontal window bands are wrapped around 
the inner, semi-open atrium. The difference in the construction span 
allowed for a differentiated treatment of the façade and composition – 
a large scale for the representative, public venue, and a smaller scale 
for functional purposes. Two expressive concrete staircase shafts, clad 
in grey anodised aluminium, mark two separate entrances to the build-
ing – one for the embassy and one for the separate amenities of the 
gallery, nowadays the Czech Centre (Tschechisches Zentrum) and the 
trade department.

The construction stands out as a visible element of the building. 
The monolithic reinforced-concrete frame, cast in situ, spans 14.4 m 
from the first to the third floors, and 7.2 m on the upper floors. The 
large spans are supported with two grates, on the first and third floors. 
Especially the grate on the third floor, which spans the entire building, 
is exposed as the concrete ceiling of the main auditorium, and pro-
trudes as massive consoles on the façade. The raw concrete load-bear-
ing columns support the glass capsules into the exterior and interior.

The façade creates a contrasting feeling of weight and lightness 
and gives the building a distinct character. The large windows and hor-
izontal bands are formed with slanted window parapets, to form a cut-
ting-edge geometry of the volume. The architects prescribed precise 
material and colour coding – raw concrete surfaces for the supporting 
structure, tinted glass windows, window frames of bronze anodised 
aluminium and bright colours (red, orange and blue) for the round vol-
umes of the entrance ramp, which »leak« the interior colours into the 
rather dim exterior appearance.

The diagonal ramp, with a ceramic relief by Vlastimil Květenský 
and large glass walls, enables a fluent entrance transition, reminding 
one of the modernist attempt to dissolve the boundary between the 
exterior and interior through transparency and play with glass reflec-
tions. The foyer, clad in brown ceramic tiles with abstract circular mo-
tifs, provides a backdrop for an outburst of colour in (originally) four 
circular conference rooms with metal cladding painted bright red, yel-
low and orange. The small conference rooms, with their round tables 
and »Freischwinger« chairs, allude to the seating composition of 
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe’s Villa Tugendhat in Brno. Segments of the 
circular rooms protrude through the glass walls.

The main circular auditorium and cinema on the representative 
first floor is at the geometric centre of the building. It also forms neg-
ative spaces around it, and the circular and organic forms interfere 
with the orthogonal construction grid (a solution that had already 
been successfully tested for the Hotel Thermal). The second floor is 
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entered diagonally via the central staircase beneath the auditorium, in 
a narrow space with a glass object by Stanislav Libenský and Jarmila 
Brychtová, squeezed between the main circular auditorium and the 
small, allegedly tap-proof oval conference room. To the left and right, 
along a diagonal axis, two foyers with bars and seating furniture offer 
the possibility to rest or observe traffic on the street outside. Large 
conference rooms located in three glass capsules are fitted with mov-
able walls, which flexibly divide the space for parallel or singular 
events held by the embassy, trade department, etc. 

The interior design was authored by the architects as a design 
environment, a unique symbiosis of colour, material and art in archi-
tecture, and to a great extent it remains intact today. The interior de-
sign suggests a great sensibility and a conscious play with the emo-
tional effects of colours; the four entrance cabins on the ground floor 
can be perceived as experiments in their own right – an all-encom-
passing psychological and physical experience comparable to the co-
lour experiments of Josef Albers, Mark Rothko, Barnett Newman or 
Verner Panton. [ Fig. 3 ] Panton in particular significantly contributed to 
the transfer of artistic strategies into design environments, in the As-
toria Hotel in Trondheim (1960) or the Cologne-Visiona furniture fair 
(1969). Le Corbusier’s art brut paintings also inspired an intense treat-
ment of colour in Brutalist architecture.

[3]	 Věra Machoninová, Vladimír Machonin, Czech embassy in 
Berlin, conference rooms on ground floor 
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The embassy’s representative first floor presents a differentiated use 
of colour and material. The auditorium/cinema and two foyers with 
bars are intended as intensive social spaces; the cinema has a capaci-
ty of approximately 200 people and combines orange elements (carpet, 
tiles, lighting) with fitted brown walnut wood veneer on the inside and 
outside of the circular form. [ Fig. 4 ] The adjacent foyers are clad in or-
ange metal ceiling sheets, orange window sun blinds and seating com-
positions in red and beige. The sanguine atmosphere is completed by 
glowing glass tubes by Libenský and Brychtová. [ Fig. 5 ] The conference 
rooms and working rooms of the embassy have a more restrained at-
mosphere, with beige and brown being dominant. These areas are 
complemented with tapestries – an op-art wall tapestry with leaf mo-
tifs by Věra Drnková-Zářecká and two smaller figurative works by 
Alois Fišárek and Lubomír Fulla. Hidden highlights by other renowned 
artists are two chandeliers with blue and brown blossoms by Milada 
Kytková-Roubíčková, textile drawings and prints by Karel Lapka and 
Jiří Mareš, and an abstract metal relief by Adriena Šimotová. 

The armchairs by the Machonins are made of bent lamellas 
from waste veneer produced by the Ton factory (a successor of the 
Thonet enterprise). The intense red and beige leather upholstery pro-
vides a sophisticated change in the room atmosphere. Bent lamellas 
are also used as conference tables, as well as for cantilever conference 
chairs in beige and dark grey upholstery. Further fitted furniture sets 
were used by the trade department and the consulate.

[4]	 Věra Machoninová, Vladimír Machonin, Czech 
embassy in Berlin, main auditorium and cinema 
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[5]	 Věra Machoninová, Vladimír Machonin, Czech embassy in Berlin, foyer 

The contested reception of Brutalism

The oeuvre of the Machonin couple and the embassy received little 
expert acknowledgement, as the architects were on the publication 
blacklist. Until 1989, the only published mentions were one construc-
tion detail in Architektura ČSR in 1979, and one not necessarily positive 
review by Radomíra Valterová (Sedláková) in 1980, entitled »Cultivat-
ed Coldness«. On the one hand the author highlights the architectur-
al qualities of the building, and on the other bemoans the Machonin 
style: »[I]t radiates coldness; coldness and enclosure and – saddest of 
all – a kind of dehumanization.«13 Only later was the technical charac-
ter of the Machonins’ architecture observed by Rostislav Švácha.14 
Lukáš Beran, in the exhibition catalogue on the Machonins, correctly 
criticises the association of the embassy with the common-sense no-
tions of »raw« and »aggressive«, and considers the building to be an 
example of post-brutalist, late modern architecture.15 In my opinion, 
given the formal and construction characteristics and colour expres-
sion of the building described above, it is possible to see the Czech 
embassy as one of the best examples of Brutalism in Berlin, its qual-
ities transgressing the East-West divide. 

Still, the question arises as to whether the representative archi-
tecture of a socialist state can comply with Rayner Banham’s consider-
ation of the New Brutalism. Does it fall into the category of ethic or aes-
thetic? Banham describes the ideological frontline in the UK of the 1950s 
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as being located between the brutalist leftist avant-garde and the dog-
matic social-realist tendencies that promoted the revival of red-brick 
architecture and vernacular motifs, entitled »New Humanism«. The 
avant-garde Hunstanton School, by Alison and Peter Smithson, was crit-
icised by the dogmatics as »antihuman, repulsive or brutal, meaning sub-
human«, thus devaluing the anti-aesthetic and abstract qualities of the 
work.16 Perhaps one can to some extent relate this ideological frontline 
to the situation in Czechoslovakia. The Machonins were forced to accept 
socialist realism in their early works in the 1950s. Their individual style 
and architecture, developed in the 1960s, can be interpreted as a reaction 
to the ideological indoctrination. Thus, paradoxically, given their obvi-
ous sources of inspiration, the Berlin embassy, in spite of its represen-
tation task, can be considered anti-ideological in the sense that it sub-
verted the »socialist« and »national« political dictum that remained 
valid in the Soviet bloc in a less restrictive form. Ironically, the Machonins 
were politically inacceptable figures after 1968, which points towards an 
attitude of resistance to the political power inscribed in the building.

In spite of the intertwined architectural and ideological inter-
pretation of the embassy, popular opinion labels the architecture 
»communist« or »monstrous«. Given the great number of Czech em-
bassies built internationally in the 1960s and 1970s, this can be consi-
dered a structural problem. The position of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and the ambassadors is often decisive for the fate of these buil-
dings. The ambassador František Černý (1998–2001) was a strong ad-
vocate of the building. He appreciated its style and uniqueness, even 
more so given the uninteresting new construction in its surroundings; 
he opened the fences on the ground floor and renovated the building. 
However, he remembered how the antipathy of some of his colleagues 
towards the old furniture contrasted with the excitement of other re-
nowned visitors.17 Karel Schwarzenberg, the Minister of Foreign Af-
fairs between 2007 and 2013, noted that the Berlin embassy is »poor-
ly built and consumes too much money«.18 He claimed it was 
unpractical, too big, ugly, and unrepresentative. Indeed, the ministry 
conceived a plan to swap the German embassy in Prague for a presti-
gious plot for a new Czech embassy in Berlin. As a consequence, the 
very existence of the building was threatened. The ambassador Tomáš 
Podivínský (2015–2020) generally considered the embassy unsuitable 
for the purposes of »democratic, open, accommodating and friendly« 
diplomacy. He acknowledged various views of the building, for exam-
ple »socialist architecture« or »monumental mausoleum«, or »Ostal-
gie«, and primarily argued with its economic aspects – the high run-
ning costs and the size of the building.19 Two scenarios, demolition or 
reconstruction, were proposed, of which the costs of reconstruction 
were lower. Today, the building is up for reconstruction, and the cur-
rent ambassador, Tomáš Kafka, favours its special »character«.20 Ho-
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wever, rising construction costs and planning difficulties make the 
timetable for future refurbishment unclear once again. Only constant 
discussion and awareness-raising activities may convince officials of 
the unique architectural quality and cultural heritage value of the em-
bassy. 

Helena Huber-Doudová, curator of the Collection of Architectu-
re of the National Gallery Prague, focuses especially on post-
1945 architecture and its media overlap. From 2011 to 2012, Dou-
dová interned at Munich’s Pinakothek der Moderne museum of 
architecture. As a research assistant and curator of the »Inter-
national Museum Fellowship«, she prepared an exhibition on 
Otto Neurath and Fritz Kahn’s infographics (2016–2017) in co-
operation with the German Federal Cultural Foundation, the 
University of Erfurt, and the Museum of Books and Writing in 
Leipzig. 
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