
FROM COLOURFUL MURALS AND 
GRAFFITI-RIDDLED HOTSPOTS TO 
JUGGLERS, MAGICIANS AND LIVE 
MUSICIANS, ILSE VAN DEN BERG 
FELL IN LOVE WITH BERLIN'S 
STREET-ART SCENE
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aving been staying in 
Italy temporarily at the 

time, I boarded a cheap flight to Berlin  
to go visit some friends because, well,  
it’s but a hop, skip and jump away.

I didn’t go for a specific history lesson 
on Checkpoint Charlie or how Hitler’s  
life came to an end, but rather for catch-
ups, craft beers and to experience this 
eclectic city, which is scattered with 
skeletal buildings, forgotten theme  
parks and abandoned bunkers. What 
caught my attention first were the 
colourful characters and street art  
visible around every corner. 

Berlin was one of the first cities to 
catch on to the street-art boom. Post-
reunification, street artists and buskers 
flocked to the German capital. I mean, 
for a graffiti artist in particular, the 
abundant, large, empty buildings are 
basically blank canvases. Add to that  

H a relatively low cost of living and a 
thriving counterculture, and you have 
yourself a lively artistic community 
consisting of locals and vagabonds alike. 

After appreciating the multitude  
of jugglers and slack-liners, magicians  
and musicians at Mauerpark over a 
market-style breakfast, we made our  
way west to Teufelsberg. My hosts were  
very keen to show me some alternative  
views (move over, Fernsehturm) and  
the wealth of alternative art the city  
had to offer. 

An eccentric character sporting a 
multicoloured tasselled leather jacket  
and the seemingly compulsory ‘creative 
person’ dreadlocks met us at the gate  
and let us in. 

Apart from being one of Berlin’s most 
iconic sites, Teufelsberg (‘devil’s mountain’) 
is also a place where artists and hipsters 
come to hang out and smoke whatever 

gets the creative juices flowing. The old 
spy station – used during the Cold War  
by the Americans and British to learn 
what was going on in Russian-controlled 
East Germany – is eerie and dilapidated. 
However, it also looks like it was hit  
by a Plascon tornado – expressive and 
imaginative graffiti, and plenty of ‘anti- 
the-system’ murals in all the blues and 
hues around every corner. Mesmerising.

It’s a fact that performing on the  
streets of Berlin or transforming its  
bland buildings into a storytelling 
tapestry with spray cans is many a  
street artist’s dream. South African folk 
singer Alice Phoebe Lou, now based in 
Berlin, first tasted fame busking on its 
streets. But it takes guts, perseverance 
and, perhaps, a touch of luck. Even if  
you don’t have any of those, and you  
don’t ‘make it’, you’ll probably love this 
city all the same. 
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