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TAGESSPIEGEL 

Ghost Train into the Future 

By Peter von Becker 

The competition seemed overwhelming. 150 submissions, one by the largest competitor 
one could imagine: Walt Disney. But the winner turned out to be Triad, a company from 
Berlin. It is now supervising the construction of the “Urban Planet” pavilion for the Expo 
in Shanghai – a vision of reconciliation between civilization and nature. 

The message from the Far East arrived at Berlin’s famous “Department Store of the West” 
(KaDeWe). It was December 31st, 2007. Lutz Engelke, founder and managing director of the “Triad 
Berlin Projektgesellschaft” recollects the moment: “I was standing in KaDeWe’s TV section when, 
all of a sudden, China was on the phone.” Presumably, an exhilarated Engelke went right away to 
the store’s champagne section. After all, the voice in the cell phone had just said: “The Expo 
2010 Shanghai has decided to commission Triad Berlin with designing the ‘Urban Planet’.”  

“Urban Planet” – that is the name given to one of the five Chinese theme pavilions at the largest 
world exposition of all times. Its doors open in Shanghai on May 1st and the exposition will run 
for six months. According to the Chinese calendar, 2007 was the year of the pig and in German 
tradition pigs are associated with luck. But on that New Year’s Eve, Lutz Engelke and his team in 
Berlin had had more than just their share of luck, even if we are talking about luck that was 
deserved. Their company is a pioneer in what they call “the creative industry” in the New Berlin. 
This branch of the economy encompasses a whole spectrum ranging from one-man advertising 
agencies and small gallery owners to international music labels. And it involves a considerable 
amount of audacity and risk-taking. That alone is a reason why this Shanghai story, which 
started in the Year of the Pig, may best be described with a favorite expression of Tarantino actor 
and Oscar winner Christoph Waltz: “Über-Bingo!” 

The theme of the Expo is “Better City, Better Life” – an ambiguously optimistic challenge for the 
more than 200 participating countries. That is if, in a time of environmental destruction and 
sprawling megacities, their national presentations, often partly funded by commercial 
enterprises, will indeed offer suggestions for a better life. A case in point is Germany, which 
intends to use its pavilion on the Shanghai Expo, that gigantic stage for the world’s new 
economic superpower, for showcasing a virtual yet viable “City of Ideas”. Its name is a made-up 
word promising harmony in the future: “Balancity”. The main point is to demonstrate Germany’s 
innovative strength concerning ecological issues. In addition, there are four individual 
exhibitions by German cities. Freiburg, for instance, is presenting itself as a “Green City”, while 
Hamburg is contributing “China’s First Passive House” as a permanent gift to the city of 
Shanghai. The house with its spectacular architecture is designed to produce the energy for its 
own usage. 

However, there is something special about the “Urban Planet”:  Despite their considerable 
national pride, the Chinese hosts have still commissioned a team of experts from the Far West 
with providing the concept and the design for one of their own pavilions at this second 
prestigious event in their country after the Olympic Games in Beijing. In a bidding contest, Triad 
Berlin, a company renowned among insiders but hardly known to the public-at-large, prevailed 
over more than 150 international competitors. A third of the latter consisted of Chinese 
universities whose facilities are now so extremely well-equipped that German universities can 



usually only dream about achieving a similar standard. This certainly applies to the natural 
sciences and architecture but is also true for the application of knowledge in exhibition and 
cultural event management. 

What is making Triad’s boss even prouder: “We also prevailed over the biggest competitor one 
could imagine: Walt Disney!” In spite of his extraordinary eloquence, Lutz Engelke, a man in his 
mid-fifties, still employs merely one word to describe this triumph over a global corporation: 
“Wow!” 

All the efforts marking the company’s engagement in China are surely about more than this one 
lucrative commission (even if actual construction is in Chinese hands). The “Urban Planet” is 
also meant to be a signal for Triad’s own future. And so the circular structure covering an area of 
12,000 square meters (making it twice as large as the official German pavilion) and standing in a 
gigantic exhibition hall is rapidly approaching its completion. In the pavilion, a visitor’s gallery 
in the shape of a steel double helix is soaring to a height of 14 meters. It is surrounded by 
digital viewing panels and hovers above a half-globe which expands over 30 meters and shows a 
hemisphere of the Earth. The interior of the half-globe is accessible and its walls are used as a 
360-degree projection screen. 

Visitors strolling through this combination of city planet and planetary city will be accompanied 
by spherical music, specifically composed for this occasion and performed by a Berlin choir. In 
an adaptation of the opposing principles of Yin and Yang in Chinese tradition (or shall we say just 
like in Dante’s Divine Comedy), they will first be lead through circles of hell, on a ghost train of 
crisis and environmental destruction, only to reach, with the “Road of Solutions”, what might 
not exactly be Dante’s heavenly paradise but is still a harmonic world in accordance with the 
Daoist philosophy of life (“Feng shui”). This is the stage where technological know-how and 
political determination would facilitate reconciliation between civilization and nature, a new and 
predominantly post-industrial “Ecotopia”. The term is used by Lutz Engelke and Gabriele Karau, 
Triad’s project manager in Shanghai.  

Ulrike Koller, an Austrian architect and scenograph at Triad, designed the “Urban Planet” as a 
sculptured room and Stefan Richter, Anja Oswald, and other colleagues contributed the narrative 
structure. More than ten million people are expected to visit the pavilion – 60,000 per day. Sure 
enough, in an authoritarian boom country, which had its share in preventing any international 
treaty on climate protection so far, this might be seen as a Potemkin planet, a beautiful alibi 
illusion. 

Lutz Engelke promptly inverts the thought: “The official policy on the international stage might 
still be characterized by a tactical approach. But the Chinese think tanks are already looking 
ahead. They know exactly that China will only survive its explosive economic growth, if the 
country manages to find solutions to the internal conflicts between urban and rural areas, 
between ecology and economy, faster than large parts of the rest of the world.” 

The project “Urban Planet” is meant to open doors to that path. Once more, Luth Engelke is 
about to leave for the new middle kingdom. The silver Rimowa trolley case, slightly dented, is 
already (or still) standing next to the desk on which a Beuys bunny rests on a small piece of 
lawn. A portrait photo showing the facial wilderness of Keith Richards catches the eye. It is 
pinned to the somewhat academic-looking (wooden) board on the wall, an item of interior 
decoration usually associated with the tamed former sixties rebel type. The photo is 



accompanied by transcriptions of Chinese greetings, a fax from the Shanghai Expo executives, 
and some journalistic items by Engelke himself as well as a carefully clipped old interview with 
the writer Heiner Müller (“I am not Walter Jens.”). This is what Latin scholars call penates – 
household deities.  

Engelke was born at the Lower Rhine and received his education in philology and psychology, in 
communications and film studies, at Free University in Berlin and in the United States. And the 
words flowing from his mouth indicate anything but backward-looking nostalgia: “The 
urbanization of our planet is accelerating relentlessly. According to the newest projections, in 
China alone some 450 million people will resettle in the course of the next thirty years, moving 
to cities which do not yet exist!” 

Engelke’s plan: “We and some partners intend to launch a science center for Chinese and 
international urbanists in Beijing.“ The goal is to work, “In the context of modernity and 
tradition, of technology and ecology”, on a “city branding”, meaning coordinated concepts “for 
new, inhabitable cities with 5 million residents and above”. Engelke stresses the point that the 
Chinese have understood “that you need a more emotional core for picturing complex scientific 
problems in such a way that a vast number of people will go along and participate in finding 
solutions.” 

Well, that is much easier said than thought out or even done. Engelke knows that. After all, he is 
a man who, apart from his iPhone, also likes to have a pocket book handy, so that he can 
scribble down quotes, ideas, and small sketches any time. But he points out that combining 
“sense with a sensual, emotional form of display” is a key competence of his team at Triad. And 
maybe this is the reason why the creative entrepreneur Engelke holds Heiner Müller, an 
intellectual but uncompromising dramatist, in such high regard. 

After serving for three years as press spokesman for Berlin’s city government, Engelke founded 
his company with two co-partners and a made-up name. It might allude to trio or to a magical 
triangle of science, culture, and industry. Nobody back then thought of the phonetic affinity to 
the “triads”, the clans of the Chinese mafia. Other associations start floating when one 
approaches Lutz Engelke’s office. It is located on the third floor of a late-nineteenth century 
building near Tauentzienstraße, on the border between the boroughs of Charlottenburg and 
Schöneberg, between shopping strip and bar district. And the narrow floor of an old building, 
running between the lobby with the outlook of a so-called “Berlin room” and Engelke’s office 
with Beuys kitsch, Stones, and Müller, leads directly towards a brilliantly illuminated animal 
head. 

A golden bull on the wall? A gold-colored ox? At least it is compatible with the recently ended 
Year of the Ox in the Chinese calendar. “Or are you also dancing around the golden calf?” Engelke 
answers the question with an approving smile: “Indeed we thought of that scenario.” This 
means the wall decoration comes from a golden bull Triad had designed for a pavilion of the 
Zürich Insurance Company on the 2002 Swiss national exposition. The motto was “Happy End”. 
Visitors were free to test their riding skills on the mechanically animated gold creature, just as if 
they were soldiers of fortune participating in a rodeo – falls and damages being part of the 
calculation. 

The working concept of Engelke & Triad is a mixture of private university and producers’ 
cooperative. About 120 employees are working together here on three floors and, as can be seen 



in these early days of spring, also on vast roof terraces with a 360-degree-view of Berlin. They 
come from very diverse disciplines: scholars of literature and mathematicians, architects, 
engineers, sociologists, visual artists, marketing people and as many all-rounders as possible. 
They are planning and organizing exhibitions, conferences, symposia, media events. Engelke had 
his first success in his native Rhein/Ruhr region with a show reviewing the history of television: 
“The Dream of Vision” in the Gasometer Oberhausen. Another breakthrough came with designing 
the media planet “m” for Bertelsmann on the Expo 2000 in Hanover – a valuable credential for 
the tender concerning Shanghai seven years later. Institutions and corporations can now be 
found on the list of clients and among the more than 9,000 companies in Berlin’s “creative 
industry”, Triad is one of the largest employers.  

As motor and promoter, Lutz Engelke enjoys speaking about interdisciplinary programs. He 
stresses: “We are not an advertising agency.” And he likes to call his company with its 
competence in diversity “an emotional-intelligent interface”. Curiously enough, in the case of 
Engelke and his crew, this boldly uppity terminology only rarely sounds as pretentious as it 
reads. Whoever is moving around the three floors of Triad’s office will find many open doors, will 
hear and observe a comfortably friendly teaming up on a first-name basis (superiors included), 
no ties, hardly any designer furniture, rather a Berlin brand of cosmopolitan down-to-earthness, 
also counting non-native Berliners. Engelke himself, agile and – despite all his enthusiasm – 
soft-spoken, represents the type: fitness, efficiency, and cheerful science. When they organized 
the 100-year-anniversary celebrations of Schalke 04 for an audience of 80,000 people in 
Gelsenkirchen, Engelke insisted on the contract stipulating that a match between a Triad team 
and former players of the football club (the “Schalke Allstars”) would take place at a later date. 
Five years ago, the former professionals, including Klaus Fischer and Rudi Assauer, defeated the 
intellectuals of emotion from Berlin 5-2. But Triad’s center-forward Lutz Engelke is still 
enthusiastic about the “climax of my career”. In private life, he plays for a team called “Half-
Lung Kreuzberg” and listens to Radiohead and Daniel Lanois.  

At one point, the reporter is present when the Chinese clients pay a visit to Triad’s office in 
Berlin. An illuminated model of the half-globe serves to demonstrate how projections for the 
exterior and interior of the mock-up world will look like. They show an alteration between 
oceans and deserts, between megacities and new biotopes. And a drop of water turns into into 
all the ciphers used by different cultures, transforming it into the universal text of humankind. 
Attentively, the Chinese ask questions, are equally polite and precise, but in the permanent back-
and-forth translation it is suddenly lost whether the Chinese Expo delegation thinks that the 
dramatic composition and the accompanying music are too dynamic or too static.   

In these moments of open communication, Engelke manages the art of first conceding points 
raised in critical questions only to go on refuting the speaker gently with his own arguments, if 
necessary. And so an agreement is finally reached that, by all means, everything might be 
dynamic.  After sharing a joke about the musical taste of his compatriots, the highest-ranking 
Chinese announces: “The decision is all yours.” 

Later on, we ask Engelke and project manager Gabriele Karau (who joined Triad in its founding 
year of 1994 after having graduated in philosophy from Humboldt University) how Ecotopia is 
supposed to work if the very first thing an environmental colonizer from the West would have to 
do in order to save the climate is to prohibit the two billion people in China and India from 
buying cars. Now the two from Triad are shaking their heads: “We don’t know.” Engelke adds:  
“We only know that the term ‘sustainability’, for instance, is not the solution to the problem, it 



merely describes the problem.” Then he makes a quick note in his pocket book. It was agreed 
that ‘economic growth with limited natural resources’ also describes the problem. Engelke 
smiles: “But we are growing in the crisis.” That is meant as reference to his own team.  


