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Gängeviertel 
Die Stadt sind wir alle! 
(We all are the city!)
from 2009

Gängeviertel, once a lively quarter with narrow and winding streets, is today a proud 
creative space for music, exhibitions and art, listed by UNESCO as an example for 
cultural diversity.
For years, the buildings and houses in Gängeviertel were left empty. But when an 
investor’s project threatened to demolish the buildings in 2009, the area was occu-
pied by 200 artists in an attempt to preserve this piece of history. After several 
protests by a group of dedicated Hamburg activists and artists, the City decided 
to keep and renovate the buildings, instead of selling them, and to open them to 
the community. 
Since then, a number of dilapidated houses have been renovated, including the 
heart of the neighborhood, called Fabrique, which regularly hosts concerts, exhibi-
tions and parties. 
The goal of the initiative is to state the right to the city as a universal right for all 
urban dwellers and to create an area for the promotion of the arts, culture, and 
talks, in studios, apartments or in social projects in Hamburg’s downtown. Since 
its renovation, Gängeviertel has been visited by tens of thousands tourists, artists, 
and activists from all over the world, who have attended art exhibitions, concerts, 
readings, and public debates.

das-gaengeviertel.info/en
gaengeviertel
@gaengeviertel

Valentinskamp, 28A
20355 Hamburg
Germany
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WHERE

Originally, the Gängeviertel quarter 
stretched from Hamburg’s harbor in the 
Neustadt district to the city center. The 
residential area was densely built up 
and provided a home for thousands of 
working class families.
After a cholera pandemic, the govern-
ment started demolishing houses in 
dubious hygienic conditions, and by the 
mid-twentieth century, there was only 
one such area remaining. 
Gängeviertel is now an open-minded 
place for innovative spatial solutions 
which stresses the importance of 
culture and creativity for urban policies. 
The so-called Fabrique, built in 1903 by 
Johann CS Amsberg, belt manufacturer 
and plumber, is one of the hearts of the 
neighborhood socio-cultural complex. 
Inside, there are spaces for events, 
concerts, exhibitions, screen printing 
and cooking workshops, but also a 
radio station, a gym, a rehearsal room, 
a photo studio and a conference room. 

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE
Complex of buildings

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Residential
Commercial 

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1650 and 1850-1900

SURFACE AREA
About 8,700 sqm 

OWNERSHIP 
Public

CONCESSION 
Capped rent

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION 
Underused 

Vacant
Abandoned 

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
A Apartments: ≈ 5,250 m²

B Shops, bars, restaurants: ≈ 1,900 m²

C Cultural centers, spaces for events, 
art galleries: ≈ 750 m²

D Studios and workshops: ≈ 750 m²

WHEN

OPENING HOURS
Open 24/7

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
Around 120 permanent 
residents/daily users 
During events (weekends) 
2,000 to 3,000 people

WHAT

Gängeviertel hosts art galleries, restau-
rants, cafes and a cluster of refurbished 
flats that host readings, concerts, film 
screenings, exhibitions and cultural 
debates on urban issues and planning. 
It prides itself on being a cultural artistic 
space for all of Hamburg’s citizens - 
young and old alike.

SURFACE IN USE
8,700 sqm 

THEMATIC AREAS
Activism and politics
Commercial 
Culture and arts 
Design, crafts and production
Ecology and environment 
Education and training
Food and drink
Housing
Sport and leisure
Technology
Other: critical discussion about urban 
issues and planning
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USER DEMOGRAPHIC
The activities are open to everyone

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Citizens and local community
Companies
Professionals and freelancers
Public administrations and public 
authorities
Universities and schools

NETWORK
Local
Regional
National 
International

WHO

Gängeviertel is collectively run on the 
basis of volunteer work, and managed 
by an open grassroots democratic 
structure. The buildings are owned by 
the City, but in 2010 the cooperative 
Gängeviertel Genossenschaft 2010 
eG was founded in order to take on 
the management of the houses from 
the City. Members of the coopera-
tive are required to make a minimum 
contribution; the membership is not 
exclusive for the activists but is also 
open to supporters, who can become 
members and participate in the deci-
sion-making process. The associa-
tion “Gängeviertel e.V.” is in charge of 
the cultural program and is open to 
everyone who wishes to join it.

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1.Gängeviertel Genossenschaft
  2010 eG (cooperative, 2010)
2.Gängeviertel e.V.  (association, 2010)

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
COOPERATIVE:
A board of directors of the cooperative 
(5 people)
A supervisory board (9 people)

An administrative group
A building commission (which decides 
on the renovation, 5 people)
ASSOCIATION:
A board of directors (7 people)
5 workers 
In total: around 30 people

HOW

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE 
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal, but it depends on the type 
of decision

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
Commercial activities 
Donations
Membership fees
Rental income
Self-funded

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES  
100% Free or free offer
You pay what it’s worth to you: there are 
no fixed admission fees or drink prices. 
La Fabrique stands for open access to 
cultural and political education, art and 
culture - to create a city for everyone.

Read the agreement 
for the management 

of the common
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How did your story begin?

It all started in 2009, during what we call the year of “cultural re-cooperation”, when 
we brought the place back to the community through a cultural program in line 
with our ideals. Back then, the owner was a big company from the Netherlands. 
When the demolition was being planned, two artist collectives that were using 
storefronts in Gängeviertel as studio spaces decided to mobilize against its 
demolition: in August 2009, 200 artists, cultural workers and activists occupied the 
Gängeviertel in protest against the City government. Instead of luxury flats, offices 
and commercial spaces, they asked for affordable working and living spaces in the 
city, the conservation of historical buildings, and in general a more inclusive urban 
development policy. The occupation attracted a great deal of public attention, so 
much so that four months later, after intense negotiations, the Hamburg Senate 
decided first to stop the demolition, then to buy back the area and initiate a dialogue 
with the occupying artists. In 2011, the City renovated some of the buildings, but did 
not make a clear decision about who would manage the space after the work was 
done. After the first building was renovated and ready for people to move in, we 
came into conflict with the City who did not want to rent it out to our cooperative. 
We independently initiated the first renovation of some spaces, then initiated a 
difficult negotiation to implement the renovation of other spaces, and to reach an 
agreement on management. Today our cooperative has a fixed-rate lease for 75 
years and the freedom, during this period, to do what we like to the buildings. After 
reaching the agreement we resumed renovation works, of which the cooperative 
is responsible together with the management of the spaces, while the association 
takes care of the cultural program. 

Is there a practice or value that 
represents you and you think 
may be an inspiration to others?

I consider it an achievement that 
we have given people an incentive 
to participate, to not leave a place 
like Gängeviertel to some investor, to 
make the best of the place where you 
live. This is not the only experience of 

regeneration, but it’s certainly the biggest project of the past decade. We have 
found our own approach that uses the tools of capitalism and interprets them 
in our own way to achieve what we think is the right ideal. In the beginning, we 
really stole from marketing: to make the occupation a success and then obtain 
the management of the area, we worked with media and new social media. 
Today many people and activists ask us, “Did you have this problem? How did 
you solve it?”. We can make our contribution so that many younger initiatives 
will learn from our story and create other projects around the world. 

“Having a common goal to focus on, 
building a narrative that keeps your 
community together. I believe all 
types of communities like ours that 
are based on socialist ideals should 
have a positive narrative and one that 
gives freedom to the people involved.”
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What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

Having a common goal to focus on, building a narrative that keeps your 
community together. I believe all types of communities like ours that are based 
on socialist ideals should have a positive narrative and one that gives freedom to 
the people involved. 
In many capitalist enterprises, people are free to make decisions, which makes 
them more productive. And we want to be productive as well! So, while combining 
it with our ideals, we borrow what works from our “enemies”. Another secret is not 
to focus too much on ideology, but on the more operational aspects of our work 
that are successful.

Interview with: Claudia Sello
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