
1. Introduction
>OPSL� NYHɉ[P� PZ� OPZ[VYPJHSS`� HZZVJPH[LK�^P[O� ]HUKHSPZT� HUK�
urban decay and street art has been rewarded with more 
acceptance both from public opinion and the art world, 
IV[O� WYHJ[PJLZ� MYLX\LU[S`� V]LYSHW� HUK� JHU� IL� KLÄULK� HZ�
mainly unsanctioned visual interventions in public spaces. 
-\Y[OLYTVYL�� NYHɉ[P� HUK� Z[YLL[� HY[� WYHJ[PJLZ� HYL� UVYTHSS`�
considered urban, ephemeral, and context-dependent 
WYHJ[PJLZ�� 0U� HU� LɈVY[� [V� KLÄUL� Z[YLL[� HY[�� 5PJOVSHZ� (SKLU�
Riggle has argued that an “artwork is street art if, and only if, 
its material use of the street is internal to its meaning” (Riggle, 
����!�������(S[OV\NO�9PNNSL�Z�KLÄUP[PVU� PZ�KLIH[HISL� ZPUJL�
it relies exclusively on the characteristics of the artworks, 
neglecting their social construction and place within the art 
world (Bengtsen, 2013), it rightly alludes to the importance of 
[OL�\YIHU�ZP[L�MVY�Z[YLL[�HY[��HUK�NYHɉ[P���0U�MHJ[��P[�OHZ�ILLU�
suggested that transposing such objects from the street to 
the gallery or the museum necessarily implies a loss, or, at 
SLHZ[��H�ZOPM[�� PU�[OLPY�TLHUPUN�HUK�YLSL]HUJL��9PNNSL������"�
Bengtsen, 2016). 

:PUJL� TLTVYPHSPaH[PVU� HUK� OLYP[HNPaH[PVU� NLULYHSS`� PTWS`�
H� MVYT�VM� PUZ[P[\[PVUHSPaH[PVU�� [OL� YLJVNUP[PVU� VM� [OL� YVSL� VM�
[OL� JVU[L_[� HUK� \YIHU� KLWLUKLUJ`� MVY� NYHɉ[P� HUK� Z[YLL[�
art are crucial when discussing such issues. Indeed, the 
preservation of the memory of a given community is normally 
ensured by the institutions entrusted with this task. In this 
ZLUZL�� NYHɉ[P� HUK� Z[YLL[� HY[�� ^OLU� MHJLK� ^P[O� PZZ\LZ� VM�
TLTVY`� HUK� OLYP[HNL�� TH`� PU[LNYH[L� HU� PUZ[P[\[PVUHSPaLK�
JPYJ\P[� [OH[� HɈLJ[Z� P[Z� TLHUPUN� HUK� [LTWVYHSP[ �̀� PU� ZPTPSHY�
ways as its transposition to the gallery or the museum. 

Moreover, issues of heritage related with these practices 
HYL�JVTWSL_��HUK��MVY�[OPZ�YLHZVU��NYHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�HY[�JHU�
simultaneously be considered tangible and intangible heritage. 
(Z�3HJOSHU�4HJ+V^HSS�Z\NNLZ[Z��¸PU�P[Z�LWOLTLYHSP[ �̀�NYHɉ[P�
falls somewhere between tangible culture (heritage sites) and 
intangible culture (traditional music, chanting, performances 
or rituals and festivals)” (MacDowall, 2006: 474). In truth, 
while the tangibility aspect relies foremost on the objects 
[OH[�HYL�JYLH[LK��NYHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�HY[�HSZV�PU]VS]L�WYHJ[PJLZ��
representations and expressions of a given community, that 
represent a more intangible character (Merrill, 2015). 
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Abstract
;OPZ�HY[PJSL�HKKYLZZLZ�ZVTL�VM�[OL�JOHSSLUNLZ�MHJLK�I`�OLYP[HNPaH[PVU�YLSH[LK�[V�NYHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�HY[��UHTLS`�[OL�JOHUNLZ�PU�
context and temporality that this process entails. In order to discuss these issues, I will frame the Berlin Wall as a paradigmatic 
case that presents a trajectory in time: I will follow the transition of the Wall from a deadly frontier to an obsolete structure and, 
ÄUHSS �̀�[V�H�OPZ[VYPJ�TVU\TLU[��0�^PSS�HYN\L�[OH[�NYHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�HY[�HYL�JVU[L_[�ZWLJPÄJ��HUK�KLLWS`�HɈLJ[LK�I`�[OL�Z`TIVSPZT�
HUK�VY�M\UJ[PVUZ�VM�[OL�Z\YMHJL�VU�^OPJO�[OL`�HYL�PUZJYPILK��4VYLV]LY��0�^PSS�YLJVNUPaL�NYHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�HY[�HZ�WYHJ[PJLZ�ZP[\-
ated in between tangible and intangible heritage. Particularly with the Berlin Wall, and in regard to the preservation of memory 
HUK�OLYP[HNL��0�^PSS�Z\NNLZ[�[OH[�NYHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�HY[�KV�UV[�HS^H`Z�LU[LY�[OL�PUZ[P[\[PVUHS�JPYJ\P[��LZWLJPHSS`�^OLU�PSSLNHS�HUK�
anonymous. 
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In what follows, the Berlin Wall is discussed as a 
WHYHKPNTH[PJ� JHZL� PU�^OPJO�NYHɉ[P� HUK� Z[YLL[� HY[� WYV]L� [V�
IL�JVU[L_[�ZWLJPÄJ��KLLWS`�HɈLJ[LK�I`�[OL�ZOPM[Z�PU�TLHUPUN�
of the structure, with special regard to the challenges of 
TLTVYPHSPaH[PVU�VM�WHZ[� [YH\THZ��+LZWP[L�JOHUNLZ� PU�]HS\L�
[OYV\NOV\[� [OL�>HSS�Z� [YHQLJ[VY`� PU� [PTL�� NYHɉ[P� HUK� Z[YLL[�
art, especially when illegal and anonymous, still resist 
OLYP[HNPaH[PVU�� HYN\HIS`� K\L� [V� P[Z� PU[HUNPISL� HUK� [YHUZPLU[�
aspect, as well as its marginal status.

���*\S[\YHS�/LYP[HNL�HUK�[OL�)LYSPU�>HSS�;YHQLJ[VY`

�����;OL�)LYSPU�>HSS�¶�HU�L_HTWSL�VM�J\S[\YHS�OLYP[HNL�Z�
dark side?
Even though cultural heritage is often associated with the 
achievements of a given community, the relation with the 
past can sometimes be traumatic and challenging.  In such 
cases, the preservation of memory is a way of coping with 
past traumas. The Berlin Wall is a singular yet outstanding 
example for such cultural heritage as it embodies negative 
]HS\LZ�KLYP]LK�MYVT�H�WYVISLTH[PJ�HUK�JVUÅPJ[LK�WHZ[��;OL�
purpose of preserving the remains of the Wall from oblivion 
is to prevent similar events from reoccurring in the future, 
besides paying tribute to the victims.  
During its life as a frontier, the Wall proved to be a lethal 
structure: until November 1989, besides the drastic and 
traumatic separation of families and friends from East and 
West Germany, at least 139 fatalities were reported at the 
Wall (Gedenkstätte Berliner Mauer, n.d.). This number 
L_JS\KLZ�V[OLYZ�VJJ\YYPUN�H[�KPɈLYLU[�ZP[LZ��UV[�[V�TLU[PVU�
the mental disorders that a few segments of the population 
Z\ɈLYLK� MYVT� ¶� [OLZL� KPZVYKLYZ� ^LYL� RUV^U� HZ� [OL� ¸^HSS�
sickness”. It is thus understandable that the preservation 
of such a negative icon was not immediately advocated for 
after its fall. In what follows, a brief history of the structure 
^PSS�IL�KLSPULH[LK��PU�VYKLY�[V�HY[PJ\SH[L�[OL�YVSL�VM�NYHɉ[P�HUK�
street art on the Berlin Wall. 

�����)YPLM�/PZ[VY`�VM�[OL�)LYSPU�>HSS�HZ�H�+LHKS`�-YVU[PLY
Following the scission between East and West Germany, 
^OPJO�YLÅLJ[LK�[OL�[LUZPVU�IL[^LLU�MVYTLY�HSSPLZ�ZPUJL�[OL�
end of the Second World War, the city of Berlin was divided 
into two parts, East and West. In 1961, during the night, the 
government of East Germany, mainly to prevent a massive 
migration of its population toward the West, closed the 
MYVU[PLY�^P[O� H� IHYILK�^PYL� MLUJL�� ;OPZ�^HZ� [OL� ÄYZ[� Z[HNL�

or generation of the structure that would later be called the 
Berlin Wall – or the “wall of shame”1 by the city population 
(Ladd, 1998). Soon the border was improved with bricks, 
HUK�HUV[OLY�MLUJL�^HZ�JVUZ[Y\J[LK�PU�WHYHSSLS�[V�[OL�ÄYZ[�PU�
1962, leaving an empty space in between. This infamous 
¸KLH[O� Z[YPW¹� ^HZ� ÄSSLK� ^P[O� YHRLK� ZHUK�� HU[P�]LOPJSL�
trenches, watchtowers, and similar objects, systems and 
operations of surveillance (Laemmermann, 2012). In 1965, 
a third generation of concrete structure replaced the former 
generations and from 1975 onward, the fourth generation 
emerged – an even more sophisticated version of blocks 
measuring 3.6 meters high and 1.2 meters wide, lined with a 
smooth pipe (ibidem). 

The Berlin Wall was a complex set of structures. As it 
measured more than 150 kilometers, separating the two 
halves of the city and the rest of the East German territory 
MYVT� [OL�>LZ[�� P[� PZ�\UKLYZ[HUKHISL� [OH[�TVKPÄJH[PVUZ�HUK�
improvements were slow to be made, and that older sections 
of the Wall coexisted with newer versions. In addition to this, 
the Berlin Wall was not only one wall, but in reality two walls, 
both in East Germany territory, one facing West (outer wall), 
and the other East (inner wall), with a “no man´s land” in 
between. Therefore, the Wall was a heterogeneous and ever 
shifting set of structures, which also included operations and 
activities of surveillance:  

The security system was in its essence less a 
Wall than a controlled sequence of empty, visible 
ZWHJLZ��4VYL�[OHU�[OH[��¸;OL�>HSS¹�ZPNUPÄLK�H�ZL[�
of activities searches, patrols, observation, and 
PKLU[PÄJH[PVU� JOLJRZ� H[� [OL� JYVZZPUN� WVPU[Z� [OH[�
protected the border (Ladd, 1998: 18). 

Unlike most borders that are constructed in the name of 
safety, keeping people from coming in, the main function 
of the Berlin Wall was to prevent the population from the 
East to migrate and/or escape the regime. Attempts to 
JYVZZ�[OL�IVYKLY�ILJHTL�PUJYLHZPUNS`�KPɉJ\S[�HUK�SL[OHS��0U�
this context, it can be said that the Wall was a dangerous 
structure for anyone who tried to cross it.

�����;OL�>HSS�Z�;YHQLJ[VY`�HUK�.YHɉ[P�HUK�:[YLL[�(Y[�
As Andrea Mubi Brighenti suggests, walls are built with 
strategic purposes related to governmentality and territory 
[OH[� JHU� IL� JV\U[LYLK� ^P[O� [HJ[PJHS� \ZLZ�� Z\JO� HZ� NYHɉ[P�
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and street art (Brighenti, 2010). Even a dangerous structure 
like the Berlin Wall was subjected to such tactics and its 
surface became the object of visual interventions. Indeed, 
and despite all patrolling, transgression of the surface was 
possible on the outer wall, accessible from West Berlin. It 
JHU� IL� ZHPK� [OH[� NYHɉ[P� HUK� Z[YLL[� HY[� HJ[PVUZ� ^LYL� MHPYS`�
tolerated on the side facing West. Despite rumors of people 
disappearing at the Wall, only one arrest related to visual 
interventions was ever recorded (Kimvall, 2014). As property 
of East Germany, the East German authorities alone had 
[OL� SLNP[PTHJ`� [V� HYYLZ[� HUK� WYVZLJ\[L� VɈLUKLYZ� VU� [OH[�
IVYKLY� HUK�� HJJVYKPUN� [V� 1HJVI� 2PT]HSS�� [OL� WVSPJL� JHYLK�
“less about people writing on the Wall, and more about the 
content of the writing” (ibidem, 2014: 92). 

Although the famous and globally known landscape of 
NYHɉ[P� HUK� Z[YLL[� HY[� VU� [OL� )LYSPU�>HSS�� ^OPJO� ZLY]LK� HZ�
a huge canvas, dates from the last generation of the Wall, 
that is, from 1975 onward, political writings were seen as 
early as a few weeks after the Wall´s construction. Indeed, 
HJJVYKPUN�[V�9HSWO�.Y�UKLY��HM[LY�[OL�KYV^UPUN�VM�H�YLM\NLL�
in the Spree river, not far from the western shore, and the 
shooting of another soon after the construction of the Wall, 
ZSVNHUZ� Z\JO� HZ� ¸05� ;@9(556:¹�� ¸0/9�2A�4k9+,9¹� VY�
“DIE MAUER MUß WEG”2 were painted in the west side 
of the frontier. These words accused the authorities and 
KLTHUKLK� [OL� KPZTHU[SLTLU[� VM� [OL�>HSS�� +\YPUN� [OL� ÄYZ[�
generations, most visual interventions consisted in political 
JSHPTZ��;̂ V�YLHZVUZ�TH`�L_WSHPU�[OL�SHJR�VM�TVYL�KP]LYZPÄLK�
HJ[PVUZ��-PYZ[S �̀�[OL�ÄYZ[�[OYLL�NLULYH[PVUZ�VM�[OL�)LYSPU�>HSS�
JVUZPZ[LK� VM� ]HYPV\Z� HUK� KPɈLYLU[� TH[LYPHSZ�� \UL]LU� HUK�
porous, which hindered the use of paint, in contrast to the 
last generation of the Wall, which was smooth and white. 
Secondly, the emergence of the fourth generation coincides 
PU�[PTL�^P[O�[OL�WVW\SHYP[`�HUK�KPZZLTPUH[PVU�VM�NYHɉ[P�HZ�H�
practice throughout the world. 

;OL�NVSKLU�LYH� MVY�NYHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�HY[�VU� [OL�)LYSPU�>HSS�
^HZ� PUH\N\YH[LK� I`� 1VUH[OHU� )VYVMZRP»Z� HY[^VYR� [P[SLK�
Running Man (1982), within the scope of an exhibition called 
“Zeitgeist”, promoted by the museum Martin-Gropius-Bau 
�.Y�UKLY�� ����"� /LURL�� ������� 2LP[O� /HYPUN�� *OYPZ[VWOL�
Bouchet, and Thierry Noir were among the many artists who 
HJ[LK�VU� [OL�>HSS��HTVUN�NYHɉ[P�^YP[LYZ�� SVJHSZ�VY� [V\YPZ[Z�
yearning for a piece of the action. 

(JJVYKPUN� [V� 3\[a� /LURL�� H\[OVYP[PLZ� YLNHYKLK� NYHɉ[P� HUK�
street art as less dangerous than anti-communist slogans. 
Nevertheless, the activity was still illegal and, therefore, 
risky, which is why Thierry Noir developed his Fast Form 
Manifest (“Two ideas, three colors, and the image is done”, 
T`� [YHUZSH[PVU���� PU� VYKLY� [V�WHPU[� MHZ[� HUK�LɉJPLU[S �̀� ;OPZ�
attests to how the conditions for approaching the surface 
KL[LYTPULK�[OL��HY[�^VYRZ�VU�[OL�>HSS��.Y�UKLY���������>OPSL�
ZVTL�VM�[OL�WVW\SH[PVU�JVUZPKLYLK�[OL�^VYRZ�VM�NYHɉ[P�HUK�
street art on the Wall empty of meaning, Thierry Noir argued 
the contrary: “Everything you do on the wall is immediately 
political. Even if you just piss on the wall, it is a political 
act” (Noir, n.d: n.p). For the artists, the political function and 
symbolism of the structure imbued the visual interventions 
with a special meaning. 

Although the authorities tried to whitewash the Wall to 
erase visual interventions, it became a common practice to 
intervene in the west side of the Wall.  In the late 1980s the 
outer wall was completely covered in ink and paint. Most 
of the interventions consisted of scribbles, scrawls, and 
TLHUPUNSLZZ�Z`TIVSZ��.Y�UKLY���������0U�P[Z�SHZ[�NLULYH[PVU��
not all of the actions on the Wall had an explicit political and 
YLZPZ[HUJL�JVU[LU["�PU�[Y\[O��TVZ[�^LYL�TLYLS`�[YHUZNYLZZP]L��
In addition, the structure had integrated part of West Berlin´s 
touristic circuit. 

Until 1989, while the west side presented a palimpsest 
explosion of colors and drawings, the east side maintained 
a virgin aspect, due to the repression of the authorities. 
(JJVYKPUN� [V� 2LUUL[O� )\ZO�� [OL� HIZLUJL� VM� NYHɉ[P� PZ� HZ�
ZPNUPÄJHU[� HZ� P[Z� WYLZLUJL!� ¸NYHɉ[P� TH`� IL� PU[LYWYL[LK� HZ�
a measure of the level of resistance to a particular political 
KPZWLUZH[PVU�� *VU]LYZLS �̀� [OL� HIZLUJL� VM� NYHɉ[P� TH`� IL�
interpreted as an inability, or unwillingness, to resist the 
dominant political dispensation” (Bush, 2013: 169-170). In 
the case of East Berlin, it is more plausible that the absence 
of visual interventions on the Wall would relate to an inability 
to resist due to repression, as it was forbidden to get near 
the Wall, or even to take pictures of the border in East Berlin. 

Everything shifted suddenly with the fall of the Berlin Wall 
PU�� � �HUK� [OL� YL\UPÄJH[PVU�VM�IV[O�.LYTHU`�HUK�)LYSPU��
Indeed, what is called the “fall” of the Wall is, in fact, the 
drastic change of the meaning of the structure, which shifted 
from being a dangerous frontier between two territories to 
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an obsolete structure. The “murderous aura” of the Wall, to 
borrow an expression from Brian Ladd, abruptly disappeared 
HUK�ILJHTL�PUVɈLUZP]L�HUK�OHYTSLZZ��3HKK���  �����>OPSZ[�
the Berlin Wall “fell” in 1989, the actual dismantlement of 
the structure took approximately two years to be completed. 
This event inaugurated a creative period of transition in the 
city.

(Z�[OL�TLHUPUN�VM�[OL�>HSS�ZOPM[LK��[OL�WYHJ[PJLZ�VM�NYHɉ[P�HUK�
Z[YLL[� HY[� HSZV�JOHUNLK�KYHZ[PJHSS �̀� (�NLULYHSPaLK�L\WOVYPH�
was observed during the transition, in which the population 
actively participated in coloring the previously blank and 
inaccessible inner wall. What was once an illegal and 
clandestine practice became an act of freedom, especially 
on the east side of the Wall, as argued by Tim Creswell: 

.YHɉ[P�� PU� [OPZ� JHZL� BVU� [OL� LHZ[� ZPKL� VM� [OL�^HSS�
after its fall], represents desired disorder – disorder 
in a context that we are used to thinking of as overly 
H\[OVYP[HYPHU� HUK�VYKLYS �̀� 0U� [OPZ� JVU[L_[� NYHɉ[P� PZ�
associated with freedom and democracy – the 
>LZ[LYUPaH[PVU� VM� ,HZ[LYU� ,\YVWL� HUK�� PUL]P[HIS �̀�
the end of Communism (Cresswell, 1996: 45-46).

Alongside the authorities’ actions, the civil population also 
took part in the removal of the structure with hammers and 
other tools. Fragments of concrete were kept, sold, and 
even sent abroad as if a piece of the Wall could stand as an 
amulet. The remains of what had been a dangerous structure 
became valuable. According to Brian Ladd:

Pieces of the Wall did indeed have a special aura: 
they were treated as holy relics that bespoke 
our deliverance from the Cold War. For that brief 
moment, the Wall was in demand precisely because 
it was disappearing. […] These magical properties 
translated into its market value. The Wall, symbol 
of epic confrontation between capitalism and 
communism, became a capitalist commodity 
(Ladd, 1998: 8). 

.YHɉ[P� HUK� Z[YLL[� HY[� ^LYL� HJ[P]LS`� PUJS\KLK� PU� [OPZ� JPYJ\P[�
VM� JVTTVKP[PaH[PVU�� :LJ[PVUZ� VM� [OL� >HSS� [OH[� L_OPIP[LK�
NYHɉ[P� HUK� Z[YLL[� HY[� ^VYRZ� KH[PUN� MYVT� ILMVYL� [OL� MHSS�
were commercially more valuable during the transition 
period. Some were sold at exorbitant amounts, namely 

a section with artworks from Thierry Noir and Kiddy Citny 
that escaped the fury of dismantlement and was auctioned 
^P[O�H\[OLU[PJP[`�JLY[PÄJH[LZ��4VYLV]LY��MYHNTLU[Z��OV^L]LY�
small, that presented traces of paint, were considered 
NLU\PUL�YLTHPUZ�VM�[OL�>HSS��[OL�V\[JVTL�VM�`LHYZ�VM�NYHɉ[P�
and street art practices. Even some postcards carried little 
pieces of the Wall. It is interesting to note that the practice of 
selling these “souvenirs” is still in force today, as observed 
I`�(SPZVU�@V\UN!�¸;OL�)LYSPU�>HSS�JHU�L]LU�IL�W\YJOHZLK��
in small containers, at the Museum of Checkpoint Charlie” 
�@V\UN������!�� ���

Although segments of the Wall are exhibited in countries 
all around the world, little of the former frontier survived in 
the city of Berlin after the transition period between 1989 
and 1991. Only very few sections remain to this day where 
the Wall once stood. Examples include a segment next 
to the museum Topography of Terror or a long section in 
4�OSLUZ[YH�L�RUV^U�HZ�[OL�,HZ[�:PKL�.HSSLY �̀�0U�HKKP[PVU�[V�
the remnants throughout the city, a section was reconstituted 
in Bernauer Straße to serve as a memorial site. The lack of 
surviving segments of the Wall in Berlin can be explained by 
the need that the population felt to erase one of the most 
visible symbols of painful events: “It was as if the complete 
and permanent demolition of the Wall (either psychological 
or political) could guarantee history´s irreversibility”4 (Senat 
von Berlin, 2006: 6, my translation). Indeed, following the 
KPZZVS\[PVU�VM�,HZ[�.LYTHU`�HUK�[OL�Z\IZLX\LU[�YL\UPÄJH[PVU�
of East and West, the obsolete structure of the Wall, seen as 
a hateful symbol of separation, death, and repression, was 
to be removed as soon as possible.

However, in spite of the widespread opinion that in order 
to cope with the past the Wall had to disappear, a civil 
and institutional movement (namely the German Historical 
Museum) in favor of the preservation of the structure was 
VYNHUPaLK�PTTLKPH[LS`�HM[LY�[OL�MHSS��>P[OV\[�[OL�LɈVY[�VM�[OL�
preservationists, nothing would have remained of the Berlin 
Wall. Even a segment painted by Keith Haring, at the time 
recently deceased, did not survive the collective removal 
of the Wall (Ladd, 1998). Since then, the city of Berlin has 
approved policies and strategies addressing memory issues 
HUK� YLJVNUPaPUN� [OH[� [OL� SLNHJ`�VM� [OL�WHZ[� ZOV\SK�UV[�IL�
forgotten. 
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Fig 1. View to the Wall´s Section Bernauer Straße, picture taken in March 2015.
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���0UZ[P[\[PVUZ�VM�9LTLTIYHUJL�HUK�/LYP[HNL�]Z��.YHɉ[P�
and Street art: a problematic relation? 

3.1. Heritage as an institutional circuit
For the purposes of this article, it is noteworthy to ask 
V\YZLS]LZ�^OH[�WSHJL�NYHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�HY[�J\YYLU[S`�VJJ\W`�
within the institutions and practices of remembrance 
YLNHYKPUN� [OL� )LYSPU� >HSS&� /V^� HYL� NYHɉ[P� HUK� Z[YLL[� HY[�
works generally (un)represented within the institutional 
JPYJ\P[�VM�[OL�)LYSPU�>HSS�OLYP[HNL&

As stated above, little remains of the approximately 150 
kilometers long structure in the city of Berlin. The authorities 
or the euphoric population either destroyed most of the Wall, 
or it was cut up, sold and shipped away. An example of the 
latter is the aforementioned segment by Thierry Noir and 
Kiddy Citny hosted in Manhattan. 

According to Anna Saunders, the city of Berlin has 
THPU[HPULK� ZL]LYHS� SVJH[PVUZ� MVY� OLYP[HNL�� YLJVNUPaPUN� [OH[�
claims “to unique authenticity or centrality prove unhelpful, 
for […] it is clear that no single monument can ever represent 
the complex history and legacy of the Berlin Wall” (Saunders, 
2009: 18). One of the main sites of the Wall´s heritage is the 
Berlin Wall Memorial in Bernauer Straße. It is the only place 
where it is possible to see a segment of the Wall with all its 
original components: inner and outer walls, death strip with a 
watchtower, light systems, etc (Senate Department for Urban 
Development and the Environment, n.d.). In contrast to other 
preserved sections, the Wall in Bernauer Straße has been 
restored to the previous condition it was in before the fall, 
and it therefore does not present any traces of destruction. 
Moreover, the surface is clean on both sides, and thus the 
WYLZLUJL�VM�NYHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�HY[�HYL�UVU�L_PZ[LU[��-PN�����

Thus, while in Bernauer Straße visitors can observe an 
“authentic” segment of the Wall before its fall (although it 
was, in fact recreated), “original” segments still exist in a few 
sites throughout the city. For instance, it is still possible to 
see a few original segments and their unsanctioned visual 
interventions with a typical palimpsest quality in the streets 
VM� )LYSPU�� UHTLS`� PU� 7V[ZKHTLY� 7SH[a� �-0.� ���� HUK� PUKVVYZ�
in the German Historical Museum. The section next to the 
museum Topography of Terror presents a surface pecked 
by the population during the transition period. These 
segments could arguably be seen as more “authentic”, in 

the sense that they have not been restored and still exhibit 
the scars and colors of the population´s activities before 
and immediately after the fall. In other words, the section in 
Bernauer Straße, as an example of the structure of the Wall 
as a system, presents historic accuracy despite having been 
YLJYLH[LK�� 0U�JVU[YHZ[�� [OL�ZLNTLU[Z�ULHY�7V[ZKHTLY�7SH[a�
or the Topography of Terror stand as pieces of the original 
>HSS�[OH[�H[[LZ[�[V�[OL�HJ[P]P[`�VM�NYHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�HY[�ILMVYL�
and after the fall, in addition to its attempted removal by the 
WVW\SH[PVU�HM[LY�[OL�YL\UPÄJH[PVU�VM�.LYTHU �̀�

Therefore, it would seem that the concept of “authenticity” in 
the context of heritage would depend on what period of the 
trajectory of the Wall the institutions of remembrance and 
TLTVYPHSPaH[PVU�HPT�[V�YLWYLZLU[��HUK�^P[O�^OPJO�W\YWVZLZ��
Despite the importance given to the colors, drawings, 
scribbles, and artworks before and during the two-year 
transition after the fall, such practices have nowadays nearly 
disappeared, even in the surviving segments. 
In the document approved in 2006 delineating public 
strategies for protecting, preserving and highlighting the 
Wall´s remains, paying tribute to the victims, and securing 
LJVUVTPJ� PZZ\LZ� �¸.LZHT[RVUaLW[� a\Y� ,YPUULY\UN� HU� KPL�
Berliner Mauer: Dokumentation, Information und Gedenken”) 
[OLYL�HYL�UV�TLU[PVUZ�VM�[OL�SLNHJ`�VM�NYHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�HY[�
on the Wall other than the East Side Gallery – which does not 
entirely represent these practices, as we shall see in the next 
section of this article (Senat Von Berlin, 2006). 

Furthermore, during a visit to the Berlin Wall Memorial in 
)LYUH\LY�:[YH�L� PU������� 0�UV[PJLK�[OH[�TLU[PVUZ�VM�NYHɉ[P�
HUK�Z[YLL[�HY[�HYL�WYHJ[PJHSS`�UVU�L_PZ[LU[��.YHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�
art are arguably only celebrated as heritage at the East Side 
Gallery, despite their crucial role for protesting against the 
Wall during its existence as a border, as well as their brief 
glamorous status during the transition period of 1989-1991.

3.2. Intangibility, illegality, and transience
The larger portion of the Wall that remains on its original site 
PZ� ZP[\H[LK� PU�4�OSLUZ[YH�L�� ;OPZ� ZLJ[PVU��TLHZ\YPUN�TVYL�
than one kilometer, was, in fact, an inner wall, that is, a side 
of the Wall facing East, which means it kept a blank surface 
until 1989. Only after the fall did that segment of the Wall 
become accessible to the population. Therefore, none of the 
artworks on the East Side Gallery are representative of the 
period before the fall. 
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 In 1990, 118 artists gathered to paint on the surface in what is 
today known as the East Side Gallery. As an outdoor gallery, 
the artworks of this section of the Wall belong clearly more 
to the category of “mural”, since all of the works exhibited 
in the East Side Gallery are sanctioned and legally painted. 
The interventions are characteristically large and authored 
by commissioned artists. Although a celebration of the 
YL\UPÄJH[PVU�VM�.LYTHU`�HUK�[OL�LUK�VM� [OL�*VSK�>HY�� [OL�
East Side Gallery could not be farther from representing the 
activities, illegal and unsanctioned, that were practiced on 
the surface of the Wall before its fall. Moreover, in contrast 
to uncommissioned practices, there is arguably nothing 
disordered and disobedient in sanctioned murals in general. 
0UKLLK��HJJVYKPUN�[V�[OL�VɉJPHS�KVJ\TLU[�¸.LZHT[RVUaLW[�
a\Y�,YPUULY\UN�HU�KPL�)LYSPULY�4H\LY¸� MYVT������� [OL�,HZ[�
Side Gallery more appropriately represents the spirit of 
L\WOVYPH� HM[LY� [OL� MHSS� [OHU� [OL� OVYYVY� HUK� Z\ɈLYPUN� VM� [OL�
Wall. Two questions may then follow: what remains of the 
practices of protest on the Wall surface before its fall within 
[OL�PUZ[P[\[PVUHS�JPYJ\P[�VM�YLTLTIYHUJL&�(UK�̂ OH[�YLTHPUZ�VM�
the unsanctioned practices during the transition period from 
1989-1991, since all works exhibited in the open-air gallery 
VM� 4�OSLUZ[YH�L� HYL� SLNHS� HUK� JVTTPZZPVULK&� >OPSL� [OL�
East Side Gallery surfaces preserve an important slice of the 
history of Berlin, playing a crucial role as tangible heritage, 
P[�^V\SK�ZLLT�[OH[�VUS`�ZHUJ[PVULK�WYHJ[PJLZ�VM�NYHɉ[P�HUK�
street art were guaranteed a place in the institutional circuit 
of collective memory. Unsanctioned, illegal, and anonymous 
practices were, however, the majority of the production 
on the Wall surface before its fall and during the transition 
period. These practices are practically unrepresented within 
[OL�OLYP[HNPaH[PVU�VM�[OL�)LYSPU�>HSS�PU�[OL�JP[`�[V�[OPZ�KH �̀

In 1993, the Gallery was considered as a heritage site that 
had to be preserved. As such, overwriting the artworks 
has been considered a forbidden practice, as shown in the 
sign below: “It is forbidden to deface or damage the Wall. 
6ɈLUKLYZ�̂ PSS�IL�WYVZLJ\[LK¹��-0.�������*SHUKLZ[PUL�WYHJ[PJLZ�
still occur on the margins of the murals, however. Where 
once the illegality to act on the Wall surface was due to an 
authoritative regime, it is nowadays derived from a noble 
need to preserve the memory and, most likely, to maintain 
its touristic marketability.

In addition to the institutional character of the East Side 
.HSSLY �̀� [OL� [LTWVYHSP[`� VM� [OL� HY[^VYRZ� PZ� ]LY`� KPɈLYLU[�
than those produced illegally in the streets. As part of a 
cultural heritage, one could argue that the temporality of the 
T\YHSZ�VU�[OL�,HZ[�:PKL�.HSSLY`�^HZ�HY[PÄJPHSS`�Z\ZWLUKLK��
(SYLHK`�PU��  ���[OL�HY[^VYRZ�PU�4�OSLUZ[YH�L�^LYL�Z[HY[PUN�
to disappear and were since the object of restoration. In 
JVU[YHZ[� [V� [OL� WYHJ[PJLZ� VM� NYHɉ[P� HUK� Z[YLL[� HY[� VU� [OL�
Wall before its “historic status”, the murals in the East 
Side Gallery are there to last. While the former presented 
a character of “here-ness” that depended on transience, 
artworks of the East Side Gallery are expected to endure. 
;O\Z��[OL�PU[LNYH[PVU�VM�]VSH[PSL�WYHJ[PJLZ�Z\JO�HZ�NYHɉ[P�HUK�
street art in institutional circuits, such as of cultural heritage, 
alters its temporality and illegal status. However, it can be 
HYN\LK�[OH[�P[�PZ�WYLJPZLS`�[OLZL�MLH[\YLZ�[OH[�THYR�NYHɉ[P�HUK�
street art as relevant:  

The feeling that an unsanctioned expression is not 
really supposed to be there and the knowledge that 
it could potentially be gone tomorrow may lead to 
a sense of privilege (or annoyance) from having 
come upon it before it disappears: it puts into focus 
the urgency of the here-and-now existence of the 
individual in a particular space, and it makes it 
necessary to take a stand in relation to the work we 
are confronted with (Bengtsen, 2013: 76).

This discussion echoes Samuel Merrill´s argument that 
VUL� JHU� WYPVYP[PaL� ¸NYHɉ[P� Z\IJ\S[\YL�Z� [HUNPISL� TH[LYPHS�
culture, namely its tags, throw-ups, and pieces, but their 
consequential conservation could be detrimental to the 
authenticity of the intangible ephemeral traditions that gave 
rise to them” (Merrill, 2015: 381). While Merrill makes a 
JSLHY�KPZ[PUJ[PVU�IL[^LLU�Z\IJ\S[\YHS�NYHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�HY[��
the claim may be relevant to the assemblage of practices 
[OH[� ^LYL� VUJL� WYVSPÄJ� VU� [OL� )LYSPU� ^HSS�� 0[� ^V\SK� ZLLT�
that urgency, critique, and ephemerality now belong to any 
V[OLY�^HSS�PU�)LYSPU��(Z�Z\NNLZ[LK�I`�(SPZVU�@V\UN��[OL�¸>HSS�
may be a civic gallery, a tourist attraction and a collection of 
painted fragments sold in small plastic boxes, but walls all 
over Berlin continue to speak of creativity, memorialisation 
HUK�WYV[LZ[¹��@V\UN������!�� ���0UKLLK��^YP[PUN�HUK�KYH^PUN�
as a practice, that is, as the expression of a community that 
has once been strong and relevant on the Berlin Wall must 
now be relocated to other surfaces. 
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Fig 3. Close-up of the East Side Gallery, picture taken in March 2015.
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If, as claimed by Brian Ladd: “[r]emoved from a politically 
liminal space and a sense of transitory creation, the Wall 
became a mere ghost of its former self” (Ladd, 1998: 36), 
^OH[�YLTHPUZ�VM�NYHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�HY[�WYHJ[PJLZ�VU�P[Z�Z\YMHJL�
MYVaL� PU� [PTL�� NHPUPUN� [OL� YLSL]HUJ`� VM� OLYP[HNL�� I\[� HSZV�
losing something of itself.  
Nevertheless, as the events that culminated in 1989 become 
more distant in time, the preservation of the past may 
ILJVTL�TVYL�ÅLL[PUN�[V�OVSK��0U�������MVY� PUZ[HUJL��H�JP]PS�
movement gathered against the removal of segments of 
the East Side Gallery planned for the construction of luxury 
HWHY[TLU[� JVTWSL_�� H[[LZ[PUN� [OL� JP[`�Z� NLU[YPÄJH[PVU� �;OL�
Guardian, 2013). Unfortunately, protests were not able to 
prevent the action, putting the future of the open-air gallery 
at risk. With time, the challenge of not forgetting may become 
more acute than ever. 

4. Conclusions
While heritage concerns have shifted “from ancient 
TVU\TLU[Z�[V�SP]PUN�J\S[\YLZ¹��1VRPSLO[V�HW\K�4LYYPSS������!�
381) or, in other words, from the tangible to the intangible, 
H� ML^� WYHJ[PJLZ� ¶� Z\JO� HZ� NYHɉ[P� HUK� Z[YLL[� HY[� ¶� YLTHPU�
categories. This may be one of the reasons why the process 
VM�OLYP[HNPaH[PVU�PZ�WHY[PJ\SHYS`�JOHSSLUNPUN�PU�YLNHYK�[V�NYHɉ[P�
and street art. Moreover, these practices are particularly 
sensitive to context changes. As argued with the Berlin Wall 
JHZL��[OL�PTWHJ[��YVSL��HUK�PTWVY[HUJL�VM�NYHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�
art depend on the changes in meaning, value or symbolism 
of the structure on which they are inscribed.
 
(Z�WYHJ[PJLZ��NYHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�HY[�VU�[OL�)LYSPU�>HSS�ILMVYL�
and immediately after its fall consisted in an act of freedom 
that ranged from resistance and disobedience, to mere 
[YHUZNYLZZPVU�� ;OL� YVSL� VM� NYHɉ[P� HUK� Z[YLL[� HY[�� OV^L]LY��
has become ambivalent after the remains of the Wall were 
NYHU[LK� [OL� Z[H[\Z� VM� TVU\TLU[�� 9LNHYKPUN� NYHɉ[P� HUK�
Z[YLL[� HY[�� OLYP[HNPaH[PVU�TH �̀� VU� [OL�VUL�OHUK��WYVK\JL�H�
JOHUNL� PU� JVU[L_[�� ILPUN� P[ZLSM� WHY[� VM� HU� PUZ[P[\[PVUHSPaLK�
JPYJ\P["�VU�[OL�V[OLY�OHUK��H�ZOPM[�PU�[LTWVYHSP[`�MYVT�[YHUZPLU[�
to permanent contradicts the nature of these practices. 
0U�[OL�JHZL�VM�[OL�)LYSPU�>HSS��TVZ[�VM�P[Z�NYHɉ[P�HUK�Z[YLL[�HY[�
were dismissed from the institutional circuit of remembrance, 
especially unsanctioned, anonymous and illegal works. 

Notes
1. “Schandmauer” in German. 
���;OL�ÄYZ[�PZ�H�YLMLYLUJL�[V�[`YHUU`"�[OL�ZLJVUK�TLHUZ�¸`V\�
T\YKLYLYZ¹�HUK�¸2A¹�Z[HUKZ�MVY�¸JVUJLU[YH[PVU�JHTW¹"�[OL�
third can be translated as “The Wall must fall”. 
3. In German: “Zwei Ideen, drei Farben, fertig ist das Bild“.
4. In the original: “Es schien so, als ob nur der permanente 
und vollständige Mauerabbruch (psychologisch und 
WVSP[PZJO��KPL�<U\TRLOYIHYRLP[� KLZ�OPZ[VYPZJOLU�7YVaLZZLZ�
garantieren konnte”.
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