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Over the cour
se of human history, i

t is not of su
rprise that o

ur world and 

everything 
that happen

ed in it have
 immensely in�u

enced the d
evelopment 

of art and d
esign. From

 paintings o
f centuries a

go, we have alrea
dy witnessed 

wars and revo
lutions thro

ugh the bru
sh strokes o

f the old masters.  

And because 
of some of those re

volutions, a
rt and desig

n, stylistica
lly  

and practica
lly wise, have bee

n through g
reat change

s. 

Apparently, a
rtists and de

signers have
 also been ‘r

eacting’ to s
ocial  

or historica
l events, cre

ating works in resp
onse to what has  

happened a
round them

. 

But, why? How? What is really
 going on in

 their minds?

�is is what I am going to �n
d out.

�e Berlin wall is de�nit
ely one of th

e world’s most signi�ca
nt historica

l 

buildings. I
ts presence 

might have be
en a harsh r

eminder, one th
at speaks of

 

intolerance 
and dictator

ship of hum
ans through

 meters high a
nd kilometers 

long of conc
rete walls. To som

e, it is a dea
dly machine, or e

ven an indic
ation 

of con�nem
ent. Between these w

alls, a no-m
an’s land sep

arates the co
ncrete 

barriers of t
he East and

 West sides of B
erlin. Soldie

rs from the two parties 

watched over
 the area, in

 occasions �
ring warning shot

s to trespass
ers 

attempting to go 
from here to ther

e. 

�e green belt
 between the walls—apart from the meadow—was �lled with 

fences and a
nti-tank bar

riers. A kind of ani
mals, however, had th

eir heads up
 

and �ourish
ed in the �e

ld as the wall still stoo
d �rmly in its pos

ition.  

�e rabbits, ‘h
ase’, as in G

erman, were the furr
y residents b

etween the barr
iers. 

�e deadly lan
d was, in fact, o

nce their ho
me. 

�e rabbits’ pr
esence and 

survival were somewhat ba�ing and yet 
symbolic 

in a way, for Easte
rn Berliners

 in particula
r. A documentary was made about 

them by the Polis
h �lmmaker Bartek

 Konopka, and
 was released i

n year 2009
. 

Rabbit à la B
erlin had th

e story of th
e wall told from

 the perspec
tive of the  

wild rabbits t
hat were once con

�ned but ha
ppy. Truthf

ul parallels 
and 

di�erences 
can easily b

e drawn between the con
ditions of th

e rabbits  

and humans in Berli
n during th

at time.

Rabbit-relat
ed art works sproute

d around Be
rlin before a

nd a�er the
 wall  

came down. How did the hist
orical event

 in�uence th
ese artists? W

hat do the 

rabbits mean, to them
? Was there any

 intention to
 even make referenc

e to the 

history of Be
rlin? Is the ‘

rabbit’ a sym
bol? Is it sill

 recognized 
as a symbol now? 

During the tr
ip to Berlin,

 I have inter
viewed four Berl

in-based art
ists, artists 

who have crea
ted works related

 to the rabbi
ts. Perhaps,

 through th
eir answers, 

we will be able to
 understand

 more on the r
elationship 

between the rabb
its,  

the Wall and the a
rtist himself.
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traces o
f  

rabbits 
 

in berli
n
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“U-Bahnhof Z
oo”, Photo, 

Jessy Libik,
 2013

Prined post
card, found

 in Modular, boo
kshop, Berl

in
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Potsdamer Platz (sta
tion)

One of the for
mer sections o

f the Berlin 
Wall

Wild rabbits u
sed to gathe

red in that a
rea
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More rabbit st
reet art, all 

found in Be
rlin
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Rabbit holes
, found in T

iergarten, B
erlin
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the 
artists 

of the 

rabbits

Interviews — 

With artists w
ho have crea

ted rabbit-re
lated works

Karla Sachse

Sylvain Peri
er (aka. SP3

8)

�ierry Noir

Manfred Butz
mann
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Karla Sa
chse

German artist 

Has lived in E
ast Berlin ye

ars  

before the w
all came down

/
/

rabbit-

related

work

“Rabbits �e
ld” (Kaninchenfel

d), public in
stallation

Located at t
he former checkpoi

nt between the boro
ughs 

of Wedding and 
Mitte Chausseestra

sse

Background

Karla’s work was speci�cal
ly created fo

r a competition 

held by the 
Germany Senate A

dministration f
or Building

, 

Housing and 
Transport. (

It might be unus
ual for us, 

when ‘o�cial’ public 
art seem to be scarce

 in Hong 

Kong.) According to
 Karla, the gov

ernment insisted
 that 

there is art i
n public spa

ces. �erefore, for 
every new 

constructio
n, two percent of

 the cost has
 to be reserv

ed 

for a future 
art project, 

and once in
 a while there w

ill be 

competitions where artists 
are invited t

o join.

�e theme for the com
petition was ‘transitio

n’. A total 

of ��een ar
tists were invited, 

and they ha
d the choice

 

to create works for one
 of the seven

 former checkpoi
nts 

in Berlin. A
t the end, se

ven works were selected
 to 

mark all the s
even checkp

oints. Whether the w
orks are 

fundamentally monumental is not 
known to us, at le

ast to 

me, but perha
ps, they all s

erve as a rem
inder to Ber

liners, 

a reminder to the
ir history.

(Trivia: �e whole neighbo
rhood aroun

d the 

Chausseestr
afze checkpo

int was also aske
d to join a 

discussion a
bout what sign sho

uld be used 
to remember/

represent th
e former checkpoin

t.)

RABBITS-OF-BERLIN

018

Concept and 
execution

Rabbits are 
the smaller relative

s of the majestic hares
. 

But already 
their name ‘cunículus

’ identifys th
e most 

important di�
erence: they

 dig subterr
anean passa

ges. 

Only this way they coul
d attain tha

t strip of ear
th 

between the Berl
in Walls, attain t

he “strip of 
death”. 

Only this way they coul
d inhabit pe

aceful one o
f  

the most martial constr
uction in Eu

rope.  ere they 

 have been w
atched and 

loved by peo
ple of both s

ides.

From East varied
 projections

 were raised o
nto the 

small tough an
imals. Digging of pa

ssages seem
ed 

e�ortless.  
ey had the f

reedom to go where ever 

they wished or to s
tay within the na

rrow limits. 

Obviously the
 devastating

 watering coul
d not harm 

them. Apparently th
ey did not to

uch the mines.  

But sometimes they let g
o o� coloure

d rockets...

From West they may have been
 taken for qu

ite foolish 

or associate
d with those co

sy toys and 
perhaps with 

the lower meaning of th
eir fertility. 

Together with  

the Wall they disa
ppeared.But

 their silhou
ettes 

spread out o
ver the �eld

 of the form
er checkpoi

nt 

area Chausseestra
ße now.

Karla Sachs
e

 is is a short 
proposal sen

t to me from Karla (it is a 

translated v
ersion from

 her origina
l one written in 

German). In the p
roposal she 

wrote about h
er concepts 

and intentio
ns for the R

abbit Field. 
 e passage w

as 

printed and
 framed, and was put on th

e side of roa
d 

where the ‘rab
bits’ are loc

ated.

 e ‘rabbits’ w
ere made as shape

d brass plate
s, and a bras

s 

column was attached 
to their bac

ks so that th
ey would be 

�rmly inserted i
nto the road

 and pavem
ent.  e ‘rabbits’ 

came in six form
s, three di�e

rent gesture
s facing eith

er of 

the sides. C
onstruction

s around th
e neighborh

ood gave 

the ‘rabbits’
 quite a roug

h time.  e rabbits were taken 

in and out f
rom time to time, where their su

rroundings 

were altered a
nd rebuilt o

ver the year
s. Now, the rabb

its 

‘look like lit
tle pictures 

on the grou
nd’, and ‘it i

s not 

what I wanted’, Karla sighed.
 Karla wanted them to 

blend perfec
tly with the conc

rete pavement.  e good 

news is, the neig
hborhood d

e�nitely lov
es Karla’s brass 

rabbits, and
 some even sent 

letters to he
r expressing

 their 

fondness an
d interest fo

r her public
 installation

.
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�e interview

(All questions
 were actually

 answered  

by the artist
 himself / herself

)

Date / 18t
h May, 5:20 — 7:30 p.m.

Location / S
chwarzkopfstra

ße station, B
erlin

Karla told me I have to b
e punctual. 

We scheduled
  

a meeting at 5 p
m in the a�er

noon of 18th
 of May  

because she
 had a class 

to teach bef
ore then. I t

ook the 

metro to Schw
arzkopfstra

ße station (c
losest statio

n to 

where the ‘rab
bits’ are), an

d waited there a
t 4:30.  

Half an hour 
passed like 

a blink of an
 eye when I have  

got my sketchboo
k with me. �e clock �nal

ly stroke 5  

and Karla has not
 arrived. I d

ecided to ca
ll her:

‘ Hello Karla, it’s Ch
loe from Hong Kong, we have 

scheduled a
 meeting at 5 t

oday? ’

‘ Oh yes! Chloe
! I forgot ab

out you! I �
nished my  

classes toda
y and thoug

ht everythin
g is done with. ’ 

�at was my �rst actua
l conversati

on with Karla.

Of course, Karla did com
e in the end

. 

Fi�een minutes later,
 the orange-

haired lady 
came  

on her bike.
 Karla parked 

and locked 
her bicycle o

n 

the side and
 we talked and

 walked to see
 her ‘rabbits

’ 

together. W
e then sat do

wn at a small café near
by,  

and continu
ed our cons

ervation.
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Can you tell m
e a bit more about yo

urself as an
 artist?

Karla is now teaching at
 a school with an art pr

o�le, 

where studen
ts have eigh

t hours of ar
t lessons a w

eek. 

�ere are twelve art teac
hers and she

 is one of th
em.  

‘ I have always wanted to be 
a teacher’, s

aid Karla.  

‘�e fall of the 
wall helped m

e realized m
y dream. ’

Over the year
s she has do

ne a lot of w
ork about th

e 

changes (be
fore and a�e

r) between East and
 West Berlin. 

She also did
 a lot of pub

lic art and i
nstallations

 related to 

the history 
of the city. A

 collaboratio
n project was done 

with her stud
ents in making a hard

-clay-toys m
emorial 

for the Jewish orphans
; an installa

tion was also creat
ed 

and dedicat
ed to the vic

tims of the form
er Red Army 

torture cella
r in Berlin.

Where were you when the wall fell down?

‘ I was at home, in my own apartment. My husband a
nd 

I lived in a d
i�erent apar

tment, and I ha
d no TV’, Karla 

said to me. ‘I didn’t n
otice what was happenin

g, and the 

next morning a no
te was stuck on 

my door, it sa
ys we’ve 

slept over th
at “important” moment. ’

According to
 Karla, people

 were already 
�eeing to W

est 

Berlin the d
ay a�er the 

wall came down. I asked h
er if 

she would do so, 
Karla replied

, ‘ I wanted to tak
e it slow. ’ 

She wanted to do 
the changes

, as in puttin
g in more 

democratic idea
s in the com

munity, on th
eir own, with 

artist from the East sid
e especially.

 ‘ But the W
est Berlin 

artist union
 demanded that 

we “unite”. ’
I wanted 
to take it 

slow.

�ey can 
go where 

they 
wanted 
to go.

What was it like for
 the rabbits

 back then?

‘ It’s a mystery how they have s
urvived ’, K

arla exclaim
ed. 

In her memory, there w
ere only a b

it of sandy g
reens on 

the le� and 
right side of

 the no-man’s land. ‘�
e lupine tha

t 

Manfred [German artist Manfred Butz
mann, who I have 

also intervie
wed during m

y stay in Ber
lin] planted

 did 

not even gro
w!’ added Karla. �e rabbits were somehow 

protected by
 the soldiers

. ‘ �e rabbits ar
e like rats, t

hey 

reproduce q
uickly, thre

e times a year ’, s
aid Karla.  

‘ �ey have alw
ays lived in

 Berlin. ’

Have you ever
 seen the ra

bbits in per
son?

Karla said tha
t she has see

n the rabbit
s with her own eyes. 

‘ I think the
y’re a bit stu

pid actually
 ’, said she. I

 suppose 

she was commenting on h
ow they have p

icked the no
-

man’s land as 
their new home. Yet the ra

bbits managed to 

survive thro
ugh the poi

son that was sprayed o
nto the �eld

.

When did the
 rabbits bec

ome a symbol of some sort?

Karla did not
 tell me when, but the

n went on to tel
l me 

what did the r
abbits mean to her.  

‘ �ey can go w
here they w

anted to go 
’, Karla replied

.  

To her, the r
abbits were special. 

Karla did not
 stop there, 

she told me about the 
life of the 

East side, an
d when she was there, ‘lu

xury’ items were not 

available to
 people of th

at part of Be
rlin.
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How do new generation
s see the rab

bits now?

‘ My son, who is in his 
late thirties

, takes them
 on an 

emotional leve
l. It [the rab

bits] is spec
ial for them

, 

children who had grow
n up in the 

East, they r
emind  

them of the feelin
g that they 

“came from the East”. ’ 

Karla told me that when her son
 was small he always had 

a fantasy th
at he would go on a

 double-dec
ker bus and

 

visit his frie
nd in the W

est side of B
erlin, and th

at bus can 

become his home. For childr
en who were born a�

er the 

Wall came down, however, they d
o not know about the 

story of the 
rabbits. ‘ eir parents 

remember’, said Karla. 

‘ Do you think 
they need to

 know about it? ’

‘  ey will know about the r
abbits when their 

grandparen
ts take them

 to the park
, and out of

  

curiosity [th
ey will ­nd out a

bout it].  ey must ­nd  

out themselves, this 
is something you 

can’t teach.
 ’

As an artist, d
o you think

 major historic
al events 

a�ect what you are 
creating?

‘ Not for every
one but for 

me, yes ’, Karla replied 
in a 

�rm, ‘it’s unque
stionable’ w

ay. ‘ For the
 West, art is 

independen
t, but it can

 be political
, just not in

 the way 

the o�cials wanted. In th
e East, art i

s political, i
t’s 

propaganda
. ’ A�er the Wall came down, Karla describ

ed 

that artists,
 like Manfred Butz

mann started
 to infuse 

more democratic idea
s into his work, sometimes messages 

against the 
government, just not

 out-loud cr
iticism.  

Of course, Karla continu
ed, ‘  ere are artis

ts that pain
t 

�owers and don
’t care abou

t the politic
al situation

. ’

 ey must ­nd  

out themselves,

this is something 

you can’t tea
ch.
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