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Textile factory owner Jacques Meyer meant well when he commissioned Meyershof, one of 

Berlin’s largest Mietskaserne (civil rental barrack, or tenement), to be constructed in the 

working-class neighborhood of Berlin-Wedding in 1873/74. Initially housing more than 2,000 

people in 257 apartments, along with small businesses and workshops, Meyershof was conceived 

of as a city within a city. Meyer even offered a public bath on the premises free of charge to his 

tenants; community events were held; generous gas lighting illuminated the six multi-functional 

cross-buildings and courtyards positioned behind each other on Ackerstraße 132/33. << Insert 

Fig 1 near here >> 

This complex of courtyards and buildings in the heart of a lively working-class neighborhood 

was not only visually striking due to its scale, but also was remarkable for the number of 

different residences and businesses on the premises—all of which contributed to the sonic 

environment of its residents. However, no material traces of Meyershof remain today. There are 

no foundations to measure, no artifacts to excavate—at least not in the physical sense. Following 
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significant damages incurred during World War II, the building was finally demolished in 1972 

and replaced with an apartment complex baring little resemblance to its predecessor. Essentially, 

the site has been entirely transformed rendering its history--and the lives of its former 

residents—both invisible and silent. Our project therefore seeks to visually and aurally resurrect 

what was once the most infamous of Berlin tenements--a microcosm of the city that once 

surrounded it.  

 As more and more people from across the newly formed German Empire and Eastern 

Europe streamed to Berlin hoping to make their fortunes or simply to work in the growing 

northern and eastern factory districts, affordable housing became increasingly scarce. The sheer 

lack of housing was exacerbated by flaws in Prussian civil servant James Hobrecht’s plan for the 

continued expansion of Berlin, which only provided the basic contours of building plots and 

mandated that a fire engine be able to access all structures, but did not adequately account for 

vociferous and often unscrupulous speculative building practices. In contrast, although Jacques 

Meyer thought of Meyershof as a money-making project that would allow him to retire 

comfortably, he had a reputation as a philanthropist.1 While not quite “philanthropy and five 

percent” in the manner of model housing constructed by contemporaneous non-profit building 

societies for lower middle-class civil servants and their families, Meyershof was built with 

“humane intentions.”2  

 Despite the somewhat utopian aspirations, by the late 1920s Jacques Meyer’s project had 

been firmly discredited. It had become a highly visible example of a much-maligned building 

type—a stark reminder that most working-class Berliners did not live in new Modernist 

settlements, but instead remained in overcrowded and unsanitary rental barracks. Thus, in 1930, 

when the architect and planner Werner Hegemann termed Berlin “the largest tenement city in the 
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world,” he was not only referring to the ubiquity of Mietskasernen housing Berlin’s working-

class, but also drawing attention to the continued inability of the Weimar government (as with its 

predecessors) to adequately house its citizens.3   

 Condemned by the architectural press, government officials, and social reformers for 

outdated and shoddy construction, as well as for illustrating the capitalistic excesses of an earlier 

era, the conditions of a Mietskaserne like Meyershof were not only an affront to the sensibilities 

of middle-class critics, but also an assault on residents’ senses: newspapers of the time tell the 

story of a dungeon-like “fortress” whose damp, dark, condemned spaces, lead pipes, and 

unregulated living arrangements, including the presence of overnight lodgers, posed a danger to 

public health and a threat to the social order. Meyershof was positioned as the poster child of 

everything that was wrong with the speculative housing market in Germany as a whole and in 

Berlin in particular; international delegations from the US and Great Britain visited the building 

to see for themselves the conditions in which the poorest of the poor lived.4 Illustrator Heinrich 

Zille famously claimed in 1924: “with an apartment you can kill a man just as easily as with an 

ax.” 

 While descriptions and accounts of Meyershof were vivid and, indeed, captured most 

senses, we found it curious that few newspaper articles mentioned noise complaints—or even 

noise at all—in the context of working-class accommodations; this despite the fact that the 

soundscapes of working-class life were louder and more complex than in pre-industrial society. 

With hundreds of people living and working together within a relatively small footprint, 

Meyershof’s residents certainly experienced a near constant din. Over the course of decades, 

individuals moved in and out, workshops and factories on the premises introduced new 

machinery, and toilets in shared bathroom facilities flushed day and night. The sounds of traffic 
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and whistles of the nearby Stettiner train station penetrated badly insulated apartment windows 

and flowed through open passages into communal courtyards where children played and animals 

were stabled.  

 We wondered: how do we account for the paucity of public attention given to 

Meyershof’s acoustic environment? Did the residents complain about the noises surrounding 

them? If yes, what channels were available to them? What are the class implications of noise and 

noise complaints? What can we learn about the living conditions of Meyershof when we lend an 

ear to its history as opposed to just looking at the available imagery? We grew intrigued by the 

question of how architectural spaces shape communities through sound and how the sonic 

heritage of vernacular buildings—even those that only exist in memory—can be preserved. What 

are the parallels between vanished spaces, vanished communities, and lost sounds?  

 In order to answer these questions, we had to hear it ourselves. While in 1920s Germany 

the idea of the “acoustic portrait” (Hörbild) emerged, a “symphony of on-location recordings to 

help audiences ‘imagine’ the characteristic features of certain German cities,” 5 no sound 

recordings exist for Meyershof. To create an immersive acoustic environment thus required us to 

rethink not only our visually oriented world, but historical research methods as well. “History,” 

Barry Blesser und Linda-Ruth Salter observe in Spaces Speak, Are You Listening?, “provides an 

almost limitless portfolio of visual sketches of spaces, but no corresponding portfolio of aural 

records.”6 For one, sounds are ephemeral physical entities—once they have been produced, they 

are already gone. Early recording only developed during the infancy of Meyershof,7  making it a 

costly medium to work with until more affordable commercial recording options entered the 

market. (To make sonic research even more challenging: there is no sonic equivalent to a 

photographic snapshot and there are no “before” and “after” recordings to consult.8) For 
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Meyershof and similar tenements, available architectural-historical data is decidedly visual: 

architectural sections, plans, and elevations, written descriptions, photographs. How then are 

scholars of space and sound to conduct research when only visual data points are available?  

 There are multiple means to recreate a soundscape of the past, including, as historian 

Hillel Schwartz has done, playing music on historical instruments while visiting living history 

museums in order to record activities at a rebuilt eighteenth-century blacksmith’s shop.9 A team 

around John Hill used architectural modelling and acoustic simulation software to recreate the 

experience of hearing John Donne deliver his sermon in the churchyard of St. Paul's Cathedral in 

London in 1622.10 None of these (re)created soundscapes can truly bring past soundscapes back 

to life, yet recalling a no longer extant building in sight and sound can deepen our understanding 

of a particular historical moment, possibly helping to facilitate the conservation of what remains, 

or even when nothing is extant, to help memorialize the site. The goal, therefore, is not to 

recreate every single note of the sonic composition of the past, but to listen to properties of sound 

that go beyond physics (essentially air molecules bouncing through space) and to investigate the 

relationship of sounds to their environments.  

 We have created a publicly accessible website (http://meyershof.middcreate.net/) that 

allows for students, researchers, and the general interested public to experience this building’s 

biography in sight and sound. Through 3D modeling, recreated soundscapes, and animations of 

aggregate historical figures who serve as guides to the building, our project uses digital 

technology to offer access to sensorially experience aspects of working-class life. Bundling 

multiple forms of sensorial encounters of a place evokes more powerful responses than a single 

form of site documentation. To gather data for the reconstruction of Meyershof and the creation 

of our fictional tour guides, we combed through visual documents pertaining to Meyershof from 
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its conception well into the 1940s, which we then sought to “auralize,” essentially “converting an 

image of...spatial design into its acoustic properties.”11 We amassed data by foraging through 

historical maps and photographs of the neighborhood surrounding Meyershof, as well as 

newspaper articles. The architectural information (building plans, sections, elevations, sketches, 

innovations) proved valuable; building permits for the many renovations taking place over 

almost a century, often converting apartments into commercial spaces, also tell us what kind of 

machinery (for example steam or electric engines) was installed, why, and when. In sorting 

through the (admittedly not reliable) directory of residents we gained an idea of who at least 

some of the more affluent residents were and what businesses were located on Ackerstraße. We 

also deciphered grainy black-and-white photographs of exterior chalkboards revealing the goods 

local businesses offered to residents and passers-by. We mined eyewitness accounts of then-

older Germans who lived at Meyershof when they were children for acoustic clues; this 

information was collected by architect and urban planner Johannes Geist and building historian 

Klaus Kürvers for the 1984 publication of Das Berliner Mietshaus, 1862-1945. Combining 

knowledge from photographs (reaching back to 1910) and research into flooring materials, we 

can get a sense of the physical experience of walking through the archways from one courtyard 

to the next.  

 

History as an Acoustic Experience: Two Soundscapes 

Consider a young male worker, we’ll call him Gustav Siewert, who enters Meyershof at 7:00 am 

through the entrance on Ackerstraße and makes his 368 ft long journey to the small factory 

“Medizinische Apparate Effner” in the fifth courtyard. Though Meyershof had many residents, it 

served as an even bigger hub for the whole neighborhood: people flocked to the many businesses 
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on the premises. Effner really did exist in 1932; according to our research, this small factory 

manufactured miniature light bulbs for medical devices.12  

<<Insert Fig 3 near here >> 

 

 The soundscapes this worker would have heard on his 

approximately ninety-second trip to the back of the building included 

streetcars passing by, bells indicating customers leaving or arriving at 

Bakery Royl on the first floor, a delivery truck opening its back door, and 

the stacking of wooden crates and clinking beer bottles onto the sidewalk 

in front of Gaststätte (tavern) Haenelt. Passing between courtyards, he 

would have heard Busholdt’s horses neighing and shuffling their hooves 

in stables on the right, the night-shutters of Anton Herrmann’s butcher 

stand “Rind- und Schweine-Schlächterei” opening for business, footsteps, 

and a resident dumping ash from their stove (that doubled as a furnace) 

into a bin, doors to many stairwells opening and closing, and children’s 

footsteps hurrying to school. Directly before turning into his place of 

work on courtyard #5, he would have heard large pieces of timber being dragged across the yard 

of Viestenz (who manufactured wooden handles for brushes), the sounds of sawing, a horse-

drawn cart moving, and the faint sounds of the pumpernickel factory Westfalia.  

A different auralization conveys the life of a working mother, Frau Mann, within the tight 

living quarters of Meyershof at night: she quietly completes piecework for a local tailor in the 

kitchen of her family’s one-bedroom apartment in the first cross-building while her husband and 

children sleep in the bedroom across the hall.13 As her baby wakes up, she soothes the child back 
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to sleep with a lullaby and then tiptoes across the communal hallway to the family’s kitchen to 

resume her lonely work. While this is a quieter soundscape because it occurs in the middle of the 

night, even then Meyershof was far from silent: doing piecework was a typical job for working-

class women and subdivided apartments that provided little visual or sonic privacy were just as 

common. While more spacious apartments in the front house gave residents an entrance to their 

own self-contained space, most residents of cross-buildings lived on communal floors;14 leaving 

their Stube (a parlor that doubled as a bedroom), they could not access their kitchen without first 

entering a hallway connecting several apartments. The sounds of their footsteps on the floor or 

the flushing of nearby shared toilets were audible, particularly when accounting for very thin 

walls. Even if the mother working in the kitchen did not see her neighbors and they could not see 

her, everyone participated in aural communal life—voluntarily or not. 

 

Experiencing Architecture through the Senses: Recalling the Past 

These two soundscapes provide an acoustic portrait of industrial Berlin reminiscent of Walter 

Ruttmann’s semi-documentary silent film “Symphony of a Great City” (1927), Act 2 of which 

shows the city preparing for the day: windows, shutters, and gates are opened, kids hurry to school, 

vendors get their carts ready. Often referred to as a time capsule commemorating a Berlin that was 

about to be forever changed, Ruttmann’s film serves as a historical cache for lost landmarks—

several buildings featured in the silent movie, from train stations to the luxury Hotel Excelsior, 

were destroyed during World War II. Yet, much of the film emphasizes the lives of those far more 

affluent than the residents of Meyershof. As the sun sets and our working mother prepares to sew 

in her tiny kitchen, “Symphony of a Great City” focuses on urban entertainment available to those 
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with greater means and leisure (burlesque performances, indoor races, and the theater). In 

Ruttmann’s world, only railway workers or entertainers seem to work at night.  

 As a practitioner of experimental film, Walter Ruttmann enjoyed significant artistic 

freedom. While we took inspiration from Ruttmann’s work (both “Symphony of a Great City” as 

well as his sound collage “Weekend” (1930)), our website is not meant to be an artifact in itself, 

but was designed to be a contribution to historical research and the preservation of vernacular 

architecture. Our experiential approach takes into consideration scholarship pertaining to visual 

studies in Architectural History, Urban Studies, and Cultural Geography, but seeks to add an 

acoustic layer to our understanding of the built environment and its political implications. 

Architectural History as a discipline largely relies on visual and material sources (the latter being 

a nod to the sense of touch), and while we do not contest the merit of the visual, we argue for the 

inclusion of an additional avenue to create a more sensual and inclusive experience of a site’s 

material and spatial properties. The avenue of sound, as Michael Bull and Les Back claim, “helps 

put the city in motion and alerts us to how places change as they are animated by sound,”15 and 

provides further corroborative information on a particular physical site. In our research, we are 

interested in all sounds (both wanted and unwanted) and their meaning for the individual and for 

society.  

 Unlike photography, the everyday acoustic environment is staged and controlled to a 

lesser degree--i.e., most sounds are literally “background noise” rather than intentionally 

composed. In contrast, most social and housing reform initiatives in the German Empire and the 

Weimar Republic were predicated on making the unknowable—or at least a highly edited 

version of the latter--visible to the middle-class public. Such efforts attempted to illuminate that 

which the middle-class observer could not easily see and likely preferred not to physically 
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experience (in sight, smell, and sound): the back courtyards of overcrowded Mietskasernen. The 

resultant visual data helped journalists, civil servants, and artists provide (seemingly 

incontrovertible) evidence for a variety of reform initiatives.16 More significantly, as opposed to 

physically visiting working-class tenements and being immersed in the sights, smells, and sounds 

of poverty, still images of substandard housing and living conditions allowed reformers to 

critically distance themselves from those they sought to help, which as feminist and Wilhelmine 

reformer Gertrude Bäumer argued, “mirrored the social distance separating these privileged 

observers from the fate of the masses in industrial capitalism.”17   

 Photographs of Meyershof and its residents illustrate this distance between observed and 

observer. Documentary photographs of the building and its occupants are highly staged 

compositions reliant on established aesthetic conventions. Most focus on the multiple (and 

seemingly never ending) passages of Meyershof not only to recall the artistic Sublime, but also 

to approximate Albertian single-point perspective. Individuals are rarely treated as such, either 

functioning as means to show scale, or as artistically posed “types” revealing little of their 

personhood. In short, whereas drawings, paintings, and photographs were (and are) used to 

structure and sanitize an urban landscape that was often chaotic and unknowable,18 sound resists 

such ordering.  

<<Insert Fig 2 near here>> 

 

 To fully understand the context of Western society’s visual 

conditioning and its class-bound implications, we must backtrack a 

bit. Plato judged vision to be humanity’s greatest gift and Aristotle 

categorized it as the primary and most noble sense, which he 
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believed was fundamental to the acquisition of knowledge and responsible for providing insight. 

Similarly, Immanuel Kant in his 1790 Kritik der Urteilskraft (Critique of Judgement) argued that 

the sense of sight was superior to all other senses, even claiming that music, but not visual art, 

had the potential to negatively impact intellectual activity.1920  

 In his The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man, Marshall McLuhan 

argues that since the introduction of the alphabet, and later, in the fifteenth century, the 

emergence of print culture, the visual has been culturally dominating the aural. This dominance, 

or “Gutenberg Bias,” has resulted in a loss of sensitivity to the other senses, namely hearing and 

touch (at least in Western society). 21  Now, information was not memorized and re-told, but 

fixed on paper with a defined beginning, a middle, and an end. This new material stage of 

information eventually taught Western Civilization how to see; it dictated how to make sense of 

the world one character after another—and in turn, demoted the other senses, casting them as 

relatively unreliable.  

 The development of linear perspective in the fifteenth century, which helped artists of the 

Renaissance to put our 3-dimensional world onto a convincing 2-dimensional plane, further 

helped to support the adage, “seeing is believing.” Educated eyes were told what to see and that 

what they were seeing was realistic, authentic, scientific. Scientists of the Enlightenment 

promoted knowledge based on visible experiments in medicine, physics, chemistry. The advent 

of photography in the nineteenth century further deepened this purported connection between 

visual representation, rationality, and authenticity. All of this is to say that when reformers in 

early twentieth-century Berlin looked at photographs of crowded courtyards and read the plans of 

Mietskasernen, they were products of their visually conditioned upbringing. More 

problematically, utilizing visual means to the exclusion of others in order to record poverty and 
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its effects also meant that residents’ voices were effectively silenced. As they were 

conspicuously missing from most local, regional, and national conferences devoted to the poor 

state of working-class housing, so too were they only featured as objects, never subjects, in 

numerous visually oriented publications devoted to solving the dreaded “housing question.”22   

 Recently, historians of social and urban history have been advocating for a paradigm 

shift, insisting that a mono-sensory approach is inauthentic as it withholds crucial information 

about the past.23 Similarly, environmental historian Peter Coates has argued that historical 

scholarship is largely “soundproofed as well as deodorized.”24 Practitioners and historians of 

architecture, too, have been arguing for a more sensual approach.25 We must continue to expand 

the way we tell the story of the built environment; in order to recall a building’s past, we must 

consider not only different building types and players, but also different sensory avenues. Even 

as the traditional focus of Architectural History has shifted away from singular buildings, 

prominent individuals, and elite networks towards a broader and more inclusive history that 

considers architectural production advanced by multiple actors and stakeholders (even everyday 

individuals and their everyday environments), the built environment and its social qualities are 

rarely discussed in auditory terms. In his introduction, “Onwards to Audible Pasts,” historian 

Mark M. Smith pleads: 

My hope is that questions of sound, noise and aurality will not just infiltrate historical 

narratives but also change the very conceptualization of historical thinking and problems. 

Should that occur, history will regain its full texture, invite new questions, and take us 

beyond an unwitting commitment to seeing the past. Ideally, we will begin to contextualize 

the past within the larger rubric of all senses and thus free mainstream historical writing 

from the powerful but blinding focus of vision alone.26 
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Yet, most current research on the intersection of architectural form and sound focuses on the 

acoustics of buildings such as cathedrals and concert halls.27 This is to say, most of this work is 

connected to “heroic” architecture and to aesthetics—the intentional production and reception of 

voice and instrumental music, rather than “everyday” ambient sounds. The architectural and 

sonic environments of ordinary people are rarely the subject of investigation. This is not to 

discount notable efforts in this vein, from Dell Upton’s Another City: Urban Life and Urban 

Spaces in the New American Republic, which attends to the everyday visceral and sensory 

aspects of the “lived city,” to Michael Southworth’s mapping of the “sonic and visual character” 

of downtown Boston,28 Jonathan Gunderlach’s exploration of Clarence Stein and Henry Wright’s 

Chatham Village,29  and Alain Corbin’s work on the village bell and the creation of auditory 

territory in nineteenth-century rural France,30 only to state that such approaches are relatively 

rare and that the monumental and heroic remain the focus of much scholarship. For example, in 

the 2019 Society of Architectural Historians conference session, “The Sound of Architecture: 

Acoustic Atmospheres in Place,” C.N. Ledoux’s designs for Chaux and Le Corbusier’s proposed 

electric campanile for Ronchamp were discussed alongside Electric Lady Studios and the sonic 

preservation of the Berlin wall; only Pamela Jordan’s project on the Bernauer Strasse Memorial 

was tightly bound to the experiences of everyday people.  

 We contend that the marriage of Architectural History and Acoustic Ecology, the latter 

defined by Canadian composer and founder of the World Soundscape Project R. Murray Schafer 

as “the study of sounds in relationship to life and society,”31 is particularly useful when studying 

the everyday living and working spaces of socially and economically marginalized groups. Our 

approach to vernacular Architectural History by way of sound, as presented in this article, is a 

plea to de-privilege the eye in favor of a more egalitarian approach: since sound is not the sense 
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of hegemony and, as argued above, marginalized itself, we propose that using this sense is a 

suitable tool to raise the voices of Berlin-Wedding’s working-class residents. 

 

Studying Class through Sound 

Earlier, we posed the question why we could not find newspaper articles in which the residents 

complained about noise. Protesting about sound, or more specifically noise, is mostly a class 

issue, of course. From the nineteenth century on intellectuals had been complaining about loud 

hoof beats on cobblestone streets and the cracking of horse drivers’ whips. Noise was even 

compared to other “pollutants” like smoke and smog, although obviously the former posed a 

health threat to the mind, rather than the body.32 In his essay “An Lärm und Geräusche” (“On 

Noise,” 1851), German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer called noise a “torture to intellectual 

people,” and continued:  

Hammering, the barking of dogs, and the crying of children are horrible to hear; but your 

only genuine assassin of thought is the crack of a whip [...] Every time this noise is made, 

it must disturb a hundred people who are applying their minds to business of some sort, 

no matter how trivial it may be;33 while on the thinker its effect is woeful and disastrous, 

cutting his thoughts asunder, much as the executioner’s axe severs the head from the 

body.34  

 

Similarly, philosopher Theodor Lessing advocated for greater quiet by publishing his manifesto 

of 1908, “Der Lärm” (“The Noise”), in which he complained about rug-beating and traffic 

honking, all of which purportedly robbed him of his sleep and prevented him from engaging in 

his (very important) philosophical work. He wanted noise, in his mind the most severe of 

hygienic offenses, to enter Germany’s Strafgesetzbuch (criminal code) to become enforceable by 

the police. The same year, he founded the Anti-Lärmverein (anti-noise society) in Hanover. One 
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year later, Lessing met Julia Barnett Rice, wealthy philanthropist and chair of New York’s 

Society for the Suppression of Unnecessary Noise, at the first international anti-noise conference 

at the Ritz Hotel in London. One of the organization’s accomplishments was its successful 

campaign, supported by Mark Twain, to get school kids to pledge quiet when walking or playing 

near hospitals. Although Barnett Rice’s primary concern was the aural well-being of her family, 

she carefully positioned her cause as in the best interests of the general public, and specifically 

the hospital bound (who were bedridden several blocks from her mansion overlooking the 

Hudson River and exposed to the sonic onslaught of frequent tugboat whistles).35  

 The location of this first conference, together with the fact that membership in Lessing’s 

society was relatively expensive, makes it clear that noise complaints were a class luxury. There 

are several other factors that explain why Lessing’s elitist society declined after a few years: 

“Ohropax” ear plugs became widely available, an elegant solution for sensitive (and affluent) 

ears:36 and a new era of transportation emerged. The introduction of the automobile was 

supposed to bring sonic relief to hard-working intellectuals like Schopenhauer and Lessing, 

heralding a new era of tranquility.37  

 Yet life did not become quieter, quite the contrary. The timeframe to which much of our 

study of Meyershof is devoted, ca. 1932 (Lessing would live for another year), experienced 

social unrest, as a city-wide rent strike shook the Mietskaserne’s neighborhood of Berlin-

Wedding. A variety of print media outlets informed the public about rent strikes and political 

demonstrations all over Berlin. Yet the fact that we could not find explicit references to noise in 

any of these articles does not mean that the residents were unbothered by their sonic experience, 

as we found out when we examined communications with the Mieterrat (house association):  

The renters of the 4th cross-building have put in their complaints too; there’s the 

pumpernickel factory Westfalia, there’s a machine that shakes the entire cross-building. 
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The facades that one has to pass by at the risk of one’s life during and after bad weather 

seem dangerous too... Bicycles, motorbikes, cars, and trucks pass through the courtyards 

at high speed, constantly putting children and elderly people in jeopardy. All negotiations 

for support we have had with the management and the landlord remain unsuccessful. We 

are now pleading with the building police to help us and we are available [to talk] at any 

time.38  

 

This complaint addresses tactile sensations, and yet a heavily vibrating machine shaking an 

entire building and the traffic of bikes, horse carts, motorcycles, cars, and trucks would have had 

sonic repercussions as well. Knowing the density at which people resided, the different shops 

and factories within Meyershof, even the different motorcycles and truck models available in 

Germany in 1932 (and associated sounds whooshing through the narrow archways and reflecting 

off the facades of the cross-buildings) left us wondering why sounds were not featured at all.  

 The residents of Meyershof had neither time nor financial means to complain about noise.  

Nineteenth-century nuisance laws required demonstrated damage to physical property (not 

human ears!) to pursue a case. Meyershof’s owner could have, for example, shut down the loud 

rattling and vibrating steam engine if he could prove damage to his structure. In contrast, his 

tenants’ complaints about noise that did not result in measurably damaged assets presented no 

legal grounds for action by the police. However, the formal complaint above concerning safety in 

the contexts of newer technology (i.e. industrial activity and traffic) caused us to investigate the 

perception of sound by first-generation urban laborers. To make sense of this sense, we turn to 

two concepts from Acoustic Ecology, lo-fi and hi-fi, which elucidate that recognizing sound as a 

nuisance is a phenomenon that the Industrial Revolution brought about. 

 “Nothing about noise [...] is natural,” Nora Alter and Lutz Koepnick claim in Sounds 

Matter. “On the contrary, the concept of noise as we know it was a product of the industrial 
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revolution, and what it indicated was a precarious loss of what previous ages had considered as 

the organic identity of sound and source, the acoustical and the visual, the voice and the body.”39 

Schafer defines pre-industrial soundscapes as hi-fi (high fidelity) because the background was so 

quiet that single sound events (at a blacksmith shop, barking dogs, thunder, etc.) constituted a 

contrast and were, thus, easy to discriminate. Sounds were predictable; because one knew the 

source, sounds could easily be identified. This all changed with industrialization and 

urbanization, which not only increased population density and traffic, but also introduced 

entirely new mechanical sounds, creating a constant racket Schafer classifies as lo-fi (low 

fidelity). 

 According to Schafer, first-generation laborers flocking to big cities had to quickly adjust 

to a more complex and higher level of sound—only very loud sounds could now be 

differentiated, as all others melted into the urban din. “The multiplicity of sonic stimuli 

challenged the individual’s senses and triggered a curious splitting of aural and visual 

perception,” Alter and Koepnick continue. “Urban noise ripped sights and sounds apart.”40 Being 

confronted with new sounds in the altogether louder soundscape of Berlin, in addition to 

unfamiliarity with the sources of these sounds, overwhelmed urban dwellers with an “overload of 

sensory input.”41 For better or worse, complex soundscapes had become part of the city’s fabric: 

sounds (including noise) were omnipresent and indecipherable. They were the acoustic backdrop 

of civilization. 

 Whereas owners of workshops and businesses had lived close to, or even above, their 

place of work in pre-industrial German cities, by the turn of the century, many sought to escape 

the clamor of Berlin by moving to Grunewald and other quiet western (villa) suburbs. Enabled 

by the expansion of mass transit, and later, the automobile, they did not acoustically partake in 
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industrialized society anymore, but retreated to hi-fi areas—at least part of the time. Leaving 

their single-family homes in the morning and reporting to work in the city, be it an office or the 

floor of a machine shop they owned, presented a noticeable contrast to the ears of the upper-

middle and upper classes.   

 In contrast, instead of the restorative and quiet setting of such suburbs, or even the 

countryside, village, or small town (in Sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies’ formulation, 

Gemeinschaft, or community),42 Meyershof was located in the noisy and morally dubious 

surroundings of Berlin (the exemplar of Gesellschaft, or society).  Popular and prescriptive 

literature also exalted the self-contained single-family home--one set apart from the public 

sphere and the market--as the physical and moral ideal.43 As the example of Frau Mann’s 

nocturnal piecework in her divided apartment illustrates, such sonic self-containment was an 

impossibility in Meyershof—the noises of waged work and family life, public spaces and private 

realms, constantly merged. As members of the working class, the residents and workers of 

Meyershof had no retreat from noise day or night. Forced to accept the din surrounding them, 

these individuals quickly became desensitized, or more probably, knew that their complaints 

would fall on deaf ears. In John Muir’s parlance, they may well have been “tired, nerve-shaken, 

overcivilized people,”44 but their working-class status meant that those attuned to emerging 

eugenic discourse linking sensitivity to stimuli to one’s evolutionary progress assumed that the 

bodies, and ears, of working-class people were simply capable of tolerating more.45  

 Of course, the realm of pure silence so desired by “mind-workers” like Lessing, or even 

factory owners living in their Grunewald villas, would have signaled the economic death of a 

city like Berlin, where mechanical sounds and those of commerce were not only noise, but also 

indicators of prosperity and modernity. As crowded tenements and fuming factory chimneys 
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serve as visual markers, such environments encapsulate other senses, too: the song of the 

industrial age was composed of a complex ambient baseline rhythm featuring ever-changing 

sound events in its melody. The residents of Meyershof both produced and heard the cacophony 

of Berlin-Wedding; as its soundscapes remained largely uncontrollable and unavoidable, they 

had little agency in changing the tune. 

 As our two acoustic representations of Meyershof reveal, experiential history allows us to 

render working-class life in and around Meyershof audible: the young worker’s soundscape was 

produced to show the complexity of soundscapes from an outsider’s perspective and to sound out 

the transition from agricultural (horses and lumber) to modern society (trams and cars). Factory 

worker Gustav Siewert lends his ear to the public life of Meyershof during the day. The working 

mother’s soundscape recalls residents’ nighttime lived experiences and raises questions of 

gender, class, and privacy (the latter of which there was none). Such sonic recreations also reveal 

the growing pains of rapidly expanding Berlin-Wedding: the changing sound patterns of traffic 

on Ackerstraße; music and shuffling of dancing feet at the annual community festival held in 

August; the melodies of prosperity in the front house’s Bel-Etage; the sounds of survival in dark, 

wet basement apartments housing residents with tuberculosis; the roaring of newly acquired 

steam engines in the workshops of the back buildings; the sounds of baking and commerce in 

Bakery Royl; cheers of children happily playing in the courtyards during the day; lodgers 

arriving in the evening; and, increasingly, loud Communist protests, among many, many others.  

Listening to this city within a city and examining the connection between architectural 

form and sound, we sought to immerse ourselves in some of the residents’ everyday sensory 

experiences. The studied sounds convey more about life at Meyershof than looking at staged 

photographs or a few blueprints alone. Sonic reconstructions can recall and commemorate a 
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building’s heritage—and the lives of those who used it. The senses function both as an avenue to 

philosophically experience our own world and as a lens through which society, both past and 

present, can be investigated. Considering the hegemonic position of the eye (at least in Western 

society), we propose that using the marginalized sense of hearing is a suitable tool to help raise 

the voices of marginalized groups.46  

  In honor of Notre Dame’s 850th anniversary in 2012, acoustician Brian Katz used 

computer modeling to create a virtual reality version of the cathedral. In the context of its 

burning in the spring of 2019 and immediate world-wide fundraising efforts to rebuilt one of the 

most iconic landmarks of not only Paris, but also Western society in general, Katz’s detailed 

acoustic measurements and mapping of Notre Dame’s sounds will be instrumental to the 

physical rebuilding of the cathedral. Those involved in conversations on the cathedral’s 

reconstruction readily acknowledge that the building’s significance for heritage purposes does 

not solely, or even primarily, rest on its visual elements, stating, “the acoustics of the cathedral—

how it sounds—are also part of its cultural heritage.”47 Meyershof, however, was never Notre 

Dame and its reconstruction remains both undesired and an impossibility. No one raised funds 

for its renovation over the decades that its residents lived in increasing squalor, and no one is 

interested in physically resurrecting Berlin’s most infamous tenement now. When Meyershof 

was finally demolished in the early 1970s, the site was quickly transformed as to become 

unrecognizable to those who once called it home.  

 Yet, this does not mean that the memory of the building and its working-class residents 

does not matter. Although we acknowledge that our project only provides the allusion of being 

immersed in Meyershof (visitors certainly cannot smell the garbage left in the courtyard, nor is 

their sleep interrupted by a neighbor using the shared bathroom in the middle of the night), we 
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maintain that a multi-sensory experiential approach has the potential to lead to a deeper, more 

empathetic understanding of the past—specifically, living conditions in Meyershof in 1932. 

Knowing this, it comes as little surprise that Meyershof’s residents joined the massive rental 

strike that rocked Berlin later that year. Meyershof, located in deep in what came to be termed 

“Red Wedding,” became a bastion of communism. By chipping away at the safe distance 

provided by the visual and studying ambient sounds in relationship to life and society, we can 

add a dimension to the study of vernacular buildings like Meyershof, help facilitate the 

conservation of similar extant structures by repositioning them as incredibly important, and give 

the most overlooked members of society a voice. 
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