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Erik Steffen, born in 1963, has lived in Berlin-Kreuzberg since 1986. After studying 
German, journalism and sociology, he works as an editor, publisher, publicist and 
literary organizer under the label "text flex". For years co-organizer of the "Long Book 
Night" on Oranienstrasse. Last publications "Stationen sonstiger Augenbliche. 
Kreuzberg photographs by Ludwig Menkhoff" (Verlag M, Berlin 2011) and "Vom 
Goldenen Hahn zum Heiligen Berg Athos. Text- und Bildwanderungen von Bernd 
Kramer" (Karin Kramer Verlag, Berlin 2012).  
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Stagnation and movement | People in Kreuzberg  

[Stillstand und Bewegung | Menschen in Kreuzberg] 

 
Editors: Ellen Röhner, Erik Steffen 
ISBN: 978-3-86368-091-6 
Languages: deutsch und englisch 
Sizes: 128 pages, 108 illustrations, 210mm x 210mm 
Squatters, street festivals, reservation. 
Stone-throwing demonstrators, cops, punks. 
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Sausage vendors, wrecked cars, tear gas. 
TV stands, coal and stove heating. 
Headscarf, Jesus, sheeps wool. 
Rio Reiser, Hanna S. und Fassbinder. 
Street riots, tear gas, U1. 
Adalbert, Oranien, Kotti, Naunyn. 
Flat share, unmade bed, spliff rolling. 
Old women, long hair, crazy kids. 

Source: Stillstand und Bewegung – Berlin Story Verlag (berlinstory-verlag.de) 
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 Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg. Photographs 1990–2018 

 
Unadorned - people, movements, city views 
Editors: Ellen Röhner, Erik Steffen 
ISBN: 978-3-95723-140-6 
Languages: German and English  
Sizes: 128 pages, 108 illustrations, 210mm x 210mm 

  

Gray haze and coal smell are history, Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg is hip, colorful 
and the development of more than two decades is as rapid as it is challenging. 
A reason to present for the first time new photographs by eight photo artists from 
both parts of the district, documenting the changes in the urban space, which has 
had a mystical radiance since the 1970s. 

From the poorhouse of Berlin to the chic, attractive and expensive scene district, 
from grubby neighborhoods to party miles, from political slogans and art on buildings 
to street art and murals, from violent demonstrations to Myfesten, from hidden 
meeting places to the openly self-confident queer community, from the death of the 
corner pubs and the spread of cocktail bars. 

The focus is on the people who fill this urban space with their lives, which is often an 
imaginative struggle for survival. Not city marketing material. Unadorned. 
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Reading proof: 

 Introduction by Erik Steffen 

All grand, all hip?!? 

The ‘in’ district Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg in photographs 

Six years after the surprising response to the exhibition and catalogue „Stillstand und 
Bewegung. Menschen in Kreuzberg“ (Standstill and Movement. People in Kreuzberg), 
a photographic reflection of the 1970s and 1980s, it’s time to take stock again. What 
happened after the fall of the Wall? What pictures give us the present, where we find 
ourselves moving devoid of orientation, in search of the stable and the familiar, shying 
away from encounters with what is foreign to us? 

In an urban space that is now a tourist attraction and international magnet for many 
who want to live and work here, temporarily or permanently, and who come into contact 
with those who have already been doing so for decades. Conflicts and fights for what’s 
available are an unavoidable by-product. Freedom and diversity are omnipresent, film 
productions like Fucking Berlin reinforce the myth that anything goes in this town. Every 
last corner, it seems, is there to be exploited as a surface on which to throw and multiply 
projections. Cool, hedonistic, fucked up. The rents have long since exploded, long-
standing residents feel that, if the district was a film set, they’ve been cast as nothing 
more than extras. But the beat goes on. 

Many don’t make it. Forced out of the neighbourhood by the neoliberal bent of Berlin’s 
urban development policies and the dictates of a world where money wins the day. 
Even people earning a normal living wage can’t afford to live here anymore. 
In the nineties, Kreuzberg and Friedrichshain were still pretty much down and out, inner 
city poverty and problem zones that some people had given up on. Young families in 
particular turned away, moving out to the green belt or to ‘better’ districts. A dramatic 
example of this attitude towards the area was the infamous parliamentary speech given 
by the then head of the CDU parliamentary group Klaus-Rüdiger Landowsky: 
“The fact is where there is trash, there are rats, and where there is squalor, you’ll find 
riffraff. These are things that must be removed from the city.” 

To be honest, these polemic words from 1997 brought to a head the debate and protest 
by socially disadvantaged groups within the population against being squeezed out of 
inner-city areas that were becoming increasingly attractive to moneyed interests. What 
initially remained was living space with many affordable niches and the possibility of 
living a self-determined existence, whether in squats or elsewhere. Political resistance 
took on creative form, the militancy and severity of the 1980s were gone. Local 
neighbourhood management schemes took over with the aim of subsidising and 
upgrading disadvantaged residential areas. In the initial years of the new millennium, 
official policy used subtle methods to push an urban development that was to their 
taste. This involved, above all, privatizing the state-owned municipal housing 
associations GSW and GSG, affecting not only long-standing residents, but also local 
businesses. Politicians did practically nothing to counter the city being sold off and sold 
out. 
 

Not much will remain the way it has been. Neighbourhoods are falling apart, social 
projects are giving up: bars and restaurants, fashion labels and start-ups dominate the 
business scene. This, the smallest district in the city, but the youngest and most 
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densely populated, brought together by the administrative reforms of 2001, has grown 
together more or less voluntarily. Both parts of the district face the same problem, 
which can be described using the supposedly neutral term “structural change”. It is 
here that photography comes into play, fulfilling its purpose of giving us completely 
different detailed views of a world that the Swiss sociologist Urs Jaeggi described over 
ten years ago as the “bewildered society”. 

In the brutal summer heat of 2018, a young woman dressed in black cowers in the 
doorways around Oranienstraße, silent, she does not even react to well-intentioned 
attempts to speak to her. In her hand she holds a cobblestone for self-defence. Against 
everyone and against all this? She looks like something out of one of Nanette Fleig’s 
photographs. A stream of tourists in shorts passes her by, but she isn’t even worth a 
smartphone snapshot. The guide up front explains in more than one language 
something for which there is no easy explanation. At night, they’ll see one another 
again in the party zones. Those who are lucky enough to get past the doorman will end 
up in Berghain. The rest will spread through the district, to the Lohmühleninsel, or the 
area around Schlesisches Tor, or the RAW complex in Friedrichshain, known 
derogatorily as the “Techno Strich” (Techno whorehouse). And the beat goes on. 
The musician Peter Fox painted a sarcastic picture in his 2008 song „Stadtaffe“ (Urban 
Monkey) that fits the mood of the times. It can be roughly translated as follows, 
“Everything is colourful, loud and flashes / City full of monkeys is full and stinks / We 
party without reason, come on, smoke and drink / The party is a good one, we are deaf 
and blind”. 

Not deaf and blind, but wide awake and dedicated, eight photographers took to the 
streets to record the new world. Beyond the party zones, where selfie-mania 
dominates. We thank Heiner Bernd for giving us 1990s Friedrichshain, analogue, 
black-and-white. All other photographs are digital, and Florian Günther alone moved 
beyond the imaginary former district boundary with his pub photos. While the 
photographs of the old Kreuzberg from a closed urban space were relatively 
homogenous in form and content, we now see a wider range that is down to more than 
just the dynamics of urban change processes. Unlike in the past, by favouring personal 
rights over artistic freedom, the legislature has made spontaneous photos of people 
and street scenes more difficult, making them a formal act by requiring signed 
permission. No matter, this does nothing to rob the photos of their power. 
Heiner Bernd used more than 500 black-and-white spools of film, having printed less 
than half. His city views of Friedrichshain, deserted, are snapshots full of contrasts and 
melancholic poetry. Who the artists behind street art are does not interest him, he is 
not preparing a guided tour or taking photos for institutional use. The dates tell the 
story of his observations on their own. A story that is losing itself as fast as the relicts 
of GDR architecture and everyday culture. 

Siebrand Rehberg, sensitive chronicler of Kreuzberg’s era of awakening 40 years ago, 
has once again been moving through his neighbourhood with camera in hand since 
2012. Curious and restless. The once silent Admiral Bridge has become a tourist 
hotspot, everywhere music and the creative struggle to be seen or for support on every 
street corner. His photographs are now in colour, as colourful as the world before his 
own front door. The desire to just live in this world seems to be an international one, a 
world whose tougher side forces some onto the street, while allowing others to change, 
live and exist on apparently safe territory. A world of contrasts. 

His friend of many years, Michael Sauer, takes a completely different approach, 
photographing people, both strangers and acquaintances, in the neighbourhood since 



2015. At work or in leisure mode. The documentary aspect is secondary, his staging 
of moments that are often mere chance encounters radiate intensity and intimacy. It is 
not where the subjects stand, but their impact that provokes the zoom. Including self-
presentations in full body jewellery. 

Nanette Fleig has worked for years in the legendary rest-radical and queer club SO36 
in Kreuzberg, now celebrating its 40th anniversary year. It’s a place where you can feel 
pretty free to do your stuff. Her uncompromising photographs show a world where 
those who don’t actively defend themselves get shat upon. The front lines are clearly 
demarcated: against the state and capital interests, against exploitation, selling out the 
city, racism and pushing minorities to the margins. By no means just revolutionary 
folklore, but the commitment of growing groups in the population campaigning for a 
more just world, glocally. Social movements are an inseparable part of the district, even 
if the new neighbours haven’t quite realised that yet. 

For Swedish photo journalist Ann-Christine Jansson, it is important to develop one’s 
own standpoint towards society and to clearly express it in photographic narratives. In 
her “Kreuzberg Today” series, which she compiled over the past two years, she shows 
us encounters with people in the fast-changing city district. 

Taking leave from the living and the legacies of the dead is the theme of the unusual 
photo series by Ursula Kamischke. In about one-and-a-half hours, she took more than 
110 photos of the junk store run by the Turkish-German couple, the Sencivans, that 
occupied an unchallenged place in the neighbourhood for more than 40 years (1971-
2014). A photographic memorial that pays tribute as much to the shop owners as to 
their overflowing ‘museum of things’ for reuse in second hand, that reflects everyday 
culture and local neighbourhood history in equal measure. Remembrance of a place 
where the objects still bearing the traces of use by their previous owners waited for a 
new purpose. And where Karin Sencivan alone knew exactly whether something a 
customer wanted was there and where it could be found. The loss of a place that 
always had been there. 

In her series, Ellen Röhner photographically documented two events over the years 
that use the public space as a stage and dance floor. Both with a different background. 
“If you’re allowed to dance here, it’s not my revolution!” (Sozi36, graffiti artist). A 
reaction to the obligatory Myfest on May the 1st. Organised by the local authorities to 
provide a diversion for riots, anger and outrage, it has become a mega-successful 
event that sees many thousand people celebrating peacefully on and around 
Kreuzberg’s Oranienstraße. Unlike the Transgenial CSD, a grassroots event organised 
by a queer, politically active alliance and part of the “Kreuzberger Festtage” for almost 
20 years. It’s aim: to provide an alternative to the city’s large Gay Pride party, CSD, 
which has long since joined the mainstream. 

Florian Günther worked on his photo series for more than ten years, and a selection 
are shown here. He sought out the protected rooms of his favourite corner pubs that 
seem to defy all change. Nobody considers him a stranger in this world, he is a part of 
this world. An outsider would never have been allowed to photograph in this way. The 
result is photos of friends and strangers, workers and artists, punks, women behind 
and in front of the bar, the stranded and those just passing through. 
A farewell? And the blues goes on. 

 
Source: Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg. Fotografien 1990–2018 – Berlin Story Verlag 

(berlinstory-verlag.de) 
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