(In)convertibility and Memory:

Conversions of Vienna’s Flak Towers
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An architectural tour of Vienna, a city steeped in Euro-
pean history, would most likely include the Gothic St.
Stephen’s Cathedral, the Baroque Schénbrunn Palace
or Otto Wagner’s Art Nouveau buildings, but almost
certainly not the Flaktirme - the monumental, stark,
nearly windowless concrete towers placed strategically
in the midst of the city’s most central places.

Built during WW Il to protect Vienna’s historic cen-
ter, Flak towers (in German, Flaktlirme) were massive,
above-ground, pairs of anti-aircraft gun towers con-
structed between 1940 and 1944 in the cities of Berlin
(3), Hamburg (2), and Vienna (3). Each pair consisted of
a combat tower (Gefechtsturm) with FLAK (Flug(zeug)
abwehrkanone = anti-aircraft) artillery, and a lead tow-
er (Leitturm) with a retractable radar dish from which
defense was coordinated. Adolf Hitler had ordered
their construction after the first air raids on Berlin in
1940, and they formed a significant part of the German
air defense system at the end of the second World War.

Constructed in only 6 months using forced labor
by prisoners of war as well as other forced and foreign
workers, the towers were monumental feats of con-
struction. Some are 55 m (187 ft) at the base and 40 m
(137 ft) in height, with walls of up to 4m (12 ft) thick
and a construction weight of more then 100 tons, —
they were a massive insertion into the cityscapes. The
Flak towers are among the world’s largest bunker con-
structions and were considered invincibly secure against
attacks. Each tower contained its own drinking water,

1. Interior, Flaktower Arenberg

88



