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Kreuzberg Industrial District in Germany:

Street Art in Iransition

Text | Shu-Hsuan Kuo

Translation | Chang-Min Yu

At the end of 2014, two huge wall graffiti were smudged black in one

night, which caused a commotion among Berliners. This set of graffiti was

nicknamed as the "Curvy graffiti," drawn by Italian street artist BLU. One

depicted a chained man, and the other showed two men trying to take

cach other's mask off with their symbolic gestures of "E" and "W." The

graffiti spot was close to the Berlin Wall, pointing to
the most important collective memory in the history
of Berlin. Then, why would some people deface
these works? This question has to be answered from

the transformation of the Kreuzberg district itself.

Introduction of Kreuzberg Nowadays

It's difficult to pinpoint what kind of district
Kreuzberg is. It has been constantly transformed
in a series of protests and negotiations.
"Transformation" then turns out to be the
most significant characteristic of Kreuzberg.
To be honest, Kreuzberg, located in the south
of central Berlin, was never some chic or even

hip art district. In contract, compared with

Shu-Hsuan Kuo Shu-Hsuan Kuo received her PhD from the Centre
for the Arts in Society at Leiden University, the Netherlands. She has
conducted her postdoc research at the Research Institute for the Humanities
and Social Sciences at Ministry of Science and Technology, Taiwan and
worked as an adjunct assistant professor at National Hsinchu Normal
University. Her written works include Understanding Art through Pictures,
The Secrets of Illustration, Green life in the Netherlands and other articles on

art and culture. Kuo is currently based in Berlin.

. .

the tourist-attracting Mitte or Charlottenburg
where you see manifolds of office buildings and
shopping centers, Kreuzberg seems to be a
chaotic and tumultuous place, filled with foreign

immigrants.

On the other hand, you can also say that
Kreuzberg is the most representative cultural
area in Berlin. And it's no exaggeration. Berlin is

famous for its cosmopolitanism, multiculturalism,
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and a large number of immigrants. In Kreuzberg,
exotic restaurants, stores, markets, and festivals
are everywhere. The faces you see on the street
come from all nations. Their diversity seems
more vibrant than the urban infrastructure.
Moreover, in Berlin, now an international city
of arts, Kreuzberg draws incessant artists,
gallery managers, and art lovers into this active
scene of contemporary and street arts. Some
come to visit, and some decide to settle down.
Ubiquitous graffiti in the neighborhood reveal
how this district shapes itself in a "poor but

sexy" way in its long history of turmoil.

Reborn in Ashes

In the beginning, Kreuzberg was a mountainous
area where people went for an outing
on weekends. In the late 19th century,
industrialization drastically changed the district.
Factories mushroomed. Population increased.
To accommodate local and foreign workers,
many houses were built and thus the density of

population surged.

That didn't last long. A 1945 bombing destroyed
almost all the industrial blocks and the economic
future of Kreuzberg seemed bleak. The rent
control enforced by the government curbed the
interests of investors. Therefore, these run-down
but cheap buildings became where poverty-
stricken immigrants settled. Then came many
students and artists. In 1961, the Berlin Wall cut
through the city and surrounded Kreuzberg from
three directions. Employees who commuted
from East Berlin or Brandenburg were no longer
allowed to enter. Kreuzberg lost almost all of

its workers. This shift brought many substitute

migrant workers from southern and southeastern

Europe.

The 1960s was a hesitant, uncertain era.
Kreuzberg's relative freedom inspired an
eagerness to create and express. A group of
poets and artists called themselves "Kreuzberg
Bohemians," denouncing the absurdity of wars
and politics. Kreuzberg became a base of artistic
creation to resist reality. The squatting movement
then began in these ruins furiously. An utopia
of a "Free Republic of Kreuzberg" seemed just
within reach. In the late 1950s, squatters even

had their own council to challenge authorities.

In 1989, the fall of the Berlin Wall made this area
again a core district in the city. East Berliners,
previously blocked by the wall, now freely and
swiftly moved into Kreuzberg. The complex
ethnic groups and alternative lifestyles all
converged here. The neighborhood then turned
into a post for political resistance. People could
find peculiar shops here as well as seedy trades
on the streets. Kreuzberg was, at a time, dubbed

as a "drug slum."

Kreuzberg: Multi-culture and Tolerance

In 1999, a "Neighborhood Management Bureau"
(Quartiersmanagement, or QM) was founded
close to the U-Bahn station Kottbusser Tor
at the center of Kreuzberg. This institution is
under a Federal initiative "Districts with Special
Development Needs - Social City" (Stadtteile mit
besonderem Entwicklungsbedarf — die soziale
Stadt). Namely, the goal of this project is to
assist specific areas in the developping process

so as to stablize the district as well as cultivate
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its potential and to involve local residents to join
the reconstruction of their own neighborhood.
The mastermind behind the project is
Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature
Conservation, Building and Nuclear Safety
(Bundesministerium fir Umwelt, Naturschutz,

Bau und Reaktorsicherheit).

Due to its convoluted past and development
needs, Kreuzberg was a focus area for the
initiative. Despite the good intentions, QM's
first efforts were not popular, even criticized as
"healing but not curing.” But as time went on,
the policies began to work. From neighborhood
councils, employment incentives to cultural
support, QM deployed detailed and practical
projects in accordance with the goals of Social
City: "education and training, employment and
the economy, neighborhood integration, public

space, and networking."

With the participation and funding from the
Federal government, the new face of Kreuzberg
started to emerge from the collaboration of
many other public and private projects. Because
of its diverse, liberal, and self-conscious spirit,
Kreuzberg couldn't accommodate any imposed
moral values or materialism. Projects that
could fit in with the local neighborhood were
those with the spirit of independence. The
first homosexual museum, Schwules Museum,
for instance, originated here to witness the
district's unchanging attitude of openness and

1
acceptance.

Multi-culture is now the dominant characteristic
of Kreuzberg. Take Kottbusser Tor as an

example. The Jewish Museum and a synagogue

are neighbor with Japanese stores and a Turkish
market. The nearby Prinzessinnengarten is
exemplary in its experiments of bringing people
together. In this community-owned garden,
there is no private property. People can just
come in to grow their plants, and every farmer
can harvest anything in the garden. On this farm
that promotes the idea of urban farming, there
are also other ideas for sharing: free cloth boxes,
free books, garden yoga, and a recycling market.
Other than a few employees working at the cafe
and restaurant, most staff there are volunteers.
Prinzessinnengarten opens up a new scene of
greeneries and retains the spirit of the local

autonomy.

Therefore, when "gentrifying" this complicated
area, the point was never to clean the graffiti
or to expel foreign mobs, but to emphasize
its multicultural attitudes and values. The
most representative case is the Carnival of
Cultures (der Karneval der Kulturen) in May.
Through parades, exotic food stalls, music,
and dance, people praise Kreuzberg for being
this accommodating and never succumbing to

compromises.

Center for Graffiti Art

Other than the Carnival of Cultures, Kreuzberg
is also famous for its vibrant contemporary art
scene. There are the landmarks for contemporary
art in Berlin, Berlinische Galerie and Martin-
Gropius-Bau. There is also Kunstquartier
Bethanien which was remodeled from a hospital
to a cradle for new artists. Located in this area
as well, Professional Association of Visual Artists

Berlin (Berufsverband Bildender Kinstler Berlin)
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even includes an office for street art. However,
the most famed but controversial art from
Kreuzberg is the street graffiti—whether it is an

art is still in debate.

Kreuzberg has a long history of squatting and
activism. This is manifest from simple, clear
graphs and slogans on the streets as well as
vandalizing as a gesture of protest. These
different motives have come to shape the street
graffiti in Kreuzberg. Inspired by Banksy, more
and more graffiti artists paint their works as
complex and poignant as church murals even
under the threat of immediate erasure. Blu,
creator of the Curvy graffiti, made a few colossal
works in Kreuzberg, and Bansky himself left his
traces in many hidden corners here and there

too.

As Kreuzberg prospered, more visitors and
souvenir shops also appeared. Some large street
graffiti were reproduced on postcards, book
covers, and real estate flyers. They were turned
into artworks representative of the district. In
2001 when Kreuzberg was merged with another
district across the Spree river, Friedrichshain, it
was connected with the scene from the East Side
Gallery. Incessant graffiti along the way became

a well-known tourist attraction.

Disappeared Graffiti; Forever Rebellious

This is exactly why when the Curvy graffiti
were erased, all Berliners felt confused and
angered about the motive of destroying the
most famous graffiti in Berlin while Kreuzberg
was finally turning into Berlin's SoHo, shedding

its past of slums. Lutz Henke, one of the graffiti

collaborators at the time, came to the spotlight
and explained that it was the creators themselves
who agreed to mutilate the murals. They didn't
want to see how the graffiti works were being
commercialized and turned into propaganda
tools of realtors. Moreover, they're not willing to
see how their initial rebellion and creation were

gradually gentrified to an elite status.

It was sad to see those graffiti go, for sure. But
instead of an impetuous act, maybe we could
consider it as some sort of nostalgia towards
the vicissitude of history we found ourselves
in. Interestingly, a few months after the Curvy
graffiti were smudged, some new small graffiti
started to emerge. This is the biggest difference
between Kreuzberg and other cultural parks in
the transition from an old industrial district to a
new art neighborhood. In its transformation, this
area has insisted upon their immaterial heritage,

that is, a creative spirit fueled by resistance.

Certainly, this doesn't mean the transformation
of Kreuzberg was smooth and ideal. This is still a
complicated area with many problems, especially
with the neighborhood around Gérlitzer Park,

nicknamed as "weed park." We cannot predict
the future, but one thing certain is that the
transition of Kreuzberg will not merely be a
policy report, but the identification of its own

position.

Note
1 The museum was located above a gay nightclub and is now

relocated elsewhere.
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