Artist Training 2016-2020

Conversations on exile
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The ARTIST TRAINING is a continuing education
program for artists in exile offered by the University
of the Arts Berlin Career College. Initiated in 2016,
three projects have been realized since – the Refugee
Class (2016), the Artist Training: Refugee Class for
Professionals (2016-2018) and the Artist Training for
Professionals (2018-2020). In those four years, 33
modules have provided dense information for more
than 300 participants from the fields of music, fine
arts, performing arts, film and culture and media.
Additionally networking events facilitated connections
within the artists’ respective fields, while consultations
examined individual situations in-depth. The project
aims to improve the artists’ opportunities for access to
the arts and culture on all levels.
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Introduction
What is exile? And what are the conditions and consequences of
exile for working in the arts? These questions have perpetually
surfaced in the Artist Training over the last four years, since
the answers not only determined who could participate in the
program, but also large parts of the content.
A semantic approach suggests exile as forced displacement or selfbanishment due to political violence or intolerable living conditions.
As opposed to the legal-political figure of the immigrant or
refugee, exile describes the relationship with the place of origin as
one of painful separation and perpetual attachment accompanied
by the desire to return. Yet it is a place for new beginnings and
new chances.1 Or in the words of Edward Said, “exile is strangely
compelling to think about, but terrible to experience”.2
In Germany the concept has, until recently, predominantly been
examined in the context of the Holocaust and the scattering of
Jewish Germans all over the world. The recent influx of refugees
in Europe has however shed new light on the configurations of
exile. In a hypermobile world, notions of home seem to have
shifted from a geographic to an emotional fixation, the sentiment
of belonging to one place–the place of birth–has become almost
antiquated. Under those new premises a broader understanding
of exile is necessary and must be further discussed.3
Employment is of significant value in modern societies. Ideally
it provides financial safety, social recognition and contributes
to a sense of identity. Especially for artists, the ideational
value of working creatively often comes before economic
exploitability. However, the field of art differs significantly from
the conventional labour market in its logic, conditions and
requirements. Pursuing art as a profession in Germany very often
means facing uncertain job prospects, fierce competition, and
overall economic precarity.4 A degree in the arts, a seemingly
‘sophisticated’ art practice and ‘hard work’ are not necessarily
guarantors for success or even sustaining oneself. Instead
networks, the zeitgeist or a side job seem to all be equally relevant.
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Entering this contested field, exiled artists might feel ambivalent. A
diverse, welcoming cultural scene and relative freedom for artistic
expression on one hand, different aesthetic needs, a lack of local
networks, discrimination and the aftermath of trauma on the other.
If and how the respective artists manage to adapt to the demands
of an artistic career in Germany and are able to establish themselves
professionally, is subject to personal as well as external factors.
For many, forced migration constitutes a rupture in the biography
and is accompanied by the loss of meaning of the previously
acquired qualifications and professional experiences.5 In general,
exile is accompanied by a phase of realignment and adaption.
This collection of conversations is an effort to explore the phase of
professional transition and adaption in the context of migration and
work in the field of the arts through the lens of some of the project’s
protagonists. At the centre are five interviews with former ARTIST
TRAINING participants with whom we have caught up in the last few
months in order to critically assess their experiences. The interviews
are presented chronologically from the artist’s time of participation
between 2016 and 2020. The five interviewees were chosen with
the intention to present this timeframe and the different artistic
branches. It must be emphasized they do not intend to speak for
all of the participant’s identities, biographies and experiences.
In addition, Khaled Barakeh (supervisor for Fine Arts), Chang Nai
Wen (supervisor for Performing Arts + MindLab#), Zainab Alsawah
(actress/team assistant) and Melanie Waldheim (initiator, head of
program) complement the conversations.

1

Kuhlmann, Jenny (2014): Exil, Diaspora, Transmigration. In: APuZ. Aus Politik und
Zeitgeschichte, 42, 9–15.
2
Said, E. W. (2001). Reflections on exile: and other literary and cultural essays.
London: Granta.
3
Lemmer, Laura Lotte von u. Oltmer, Jochen (2019): Exil in der Bundesrepublik
Deutschland. Bedingungen und Herausforderungen für Künstlerinnen und Künstler.
Sachbericht für die Staatsministerin für Kultur und Medien der Bundesregierung.
4
Wöbken, Hergen (2018): Studio Berlin III. Situation Berliner Künstler*innen und
Gender Gap. Berlin: Institut für Strategieentwicklung (IFSE).
5
siehe 3.)

8

Khaled Barakeh
Fine Arts supervisor

“What we do is to facilitate – facilitating
channels, facilitating platforms, facilitating
people [...]”
Khaled Barakeh is a Berlin-based conceptual artist and cultural
activist. Driven by his observations of longstanding social
injustice, Barakeh approaches his creative practice as a tool
for societal change, manipulating commonplace visual and
cultural touchstones to expose and undermine stagnant power
structures. In a recent major shift in his practice, Barakeh
developed coculture – a non-profit umbrella organisation with
a suite of initiatives that leverage artistic thinking to directly
address issues of contemporary mass migration. At the Artist
Training he has been a supervisor for Fine Artists since early
2017.
Khaled, how do you relate to exile?
I left Syria in 2008 thinking of myself as a migrant wanting to
discover the world. I didn’t plan to stay in Germany; I wanted
to move on after my studies. But then my visa expired, and the
situation in Syria had already gotten out of control. I applied for
asylum and all of a sudden I found myself with this title: ‘refugee’
or ‘exiled’. I couldn’t relate to it in the beginning; I felt it was
imposed on me. I was made part of a bigger group and felt my
individuality was taken from me. The world started seeing me
in a specific way, where for me, initially, it was just a change on
my papers, but the way I was looked at changed my reality and I
noticed – I live in exile – I can’t return back home. And that was
the first moment of realisation.
But now looking at my practice, my work with coculture, or the
Artist Training, I have multiple relationships with the term. As
for my practice, the feeling of exile has never been unfamiliar.
Because in a broader sense it can also be seen as leaving your
comfort zone, changing perspective, or navigating rough terrain
– something that I believe lies in the nature of art making.
9

Looking at the Syrian community, the story takes on a whole
new dimension again. What are the implications of exile for us as
Syrians, as refugees, as displaced people, as artists?
Coculture is an effort to address the needs of the Syrian artist
community in Berlin. Can you tell us more about that?
With coculture we try to create different meeting points – onand offline – where artists, as well as the diaspora, can meet
again, where they can feel that they belong, that they are
not alone, and that they are protected. Because exile can be
overwhelming. Artists are confronted with an art scene with
different requirements, different languages, and different tools
from what they have learned before. Having a community will
give them more trust and more security to build up their own
career again.
Another aspect of coculture lies in creating agency. We are an
initiative that comes from someone from the community for the
community. We aim to define our needs ourselves and come up
with solutions that suit our experiences. Therefore we created
the institution that creates the initiatives we need, instead of
waiting for other institutions to create initiatives for us. Because
relying on Western organisations always means relying on a
Western point of view, Western interest. I see it as a form of
decolonisation.
What do you understand as your role as a supervisor at the
Artist Training?
Well, I don’t see myself as a supervisor or I don’t think this title
is an appropriate description of the role. I would prefer to use
facilitator because we are dealing with professional artists. So I
like to see myself as one of them, even if I had the privilege of
being educated in Europe – which gives me more knowledge
about the art scene in Europe. But I see myself as equal to
everyone taking part in the program since it is designed for
professional artists which is why I like to use the term facilitator.
What we do is to facilitate – facilitating channels, facilitating
platforms, facilitating people, and bringing everything together
in one program that allows the participants to use these channels
and resources they wouldn’t just easily have otherwise. So this is
what I understand as my role.
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What could you take out of this role?
Amazing knowledge from every person who took part. To
understand who they are, what they do, where they are in their
practice. It gave me even more information about what it means
to be new, to be exiled. It helped me as a founder of coculture to
gain more knowledge about artists’ needs. I already had insight
into the Syrian community. In that role, I was able to gain access
to other communities or to artists in exile from outside of my
own bubble. It definitely broadened my view in all directions.

something, and now some old man’s advice, to try again.
(laughs) This particularly applies to funding applications. Don’t let
yourself get disillusioned by rejection or take it personally.

Do you remember a personal highlight in the program?
Oh, there were many of those highlights. Once a participant
came to me after the first module and said, “Thank you guys so
much. I was thinking about leaving the arts and doing something
else, and this now kind of brought me back.” That was a huge
reward for me. There was another participant who told me she
had found a house through the bbk and our workshop. And
another thing I love so much is the many people who connected
with each other in the classes and later started working on
something together. Generally speaking, seeing tiny bits of a
positive influence on people’s practice or personal life – by them
finding a home or something else – always meant a lot to me.

And when were you challenged?
Last year in the summer module, the group consisted of, I think,
seven male artists and one female artist, plus the facilitators at
that time, Cathrin Mayer and myself. So the gender proportions
were imbalanced and that brought a certain kind of energy.
Or maybe, due to the majority of the group being male, their
perspective was dominant. It was difficult at times to be aware
of because by default we are used to male perspectives being
dominant. To counter that and try to bring back an equal
situation – we didn’t always succeed in doing so, unfortunately.
It was challenging.
And then of course another challenge is working with almost no
budget – a reality that is all too familiar for most artists.
What’s the advice you would give to others facing the
challenge of getting into the Berlin art scene?
A failure is not always a failure – it’s also a chance to learn
11
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Chang Nai Wen

Performing Arts supervisor
“The question is – how do we, as the arts community, make an effort to include marginalized
voices in our fight for our rights.”
Chang Nai Wen works internationally as a freelance director and
producer. She is the founder of Sisyphos, der Flugelefant (SdF)
and the ongoing theater workshop Young Mind Lab for young
people, some of whom have a forced migration background.
Her aim is to investigate the diverse facets of home through
various performative and participatory formats. Nai Wen is a
member of the director’s collective World Wide Lab (WWL),
the International Forum of Theatertreffen in Berlin, the Lincoln
Center Theater Directors Lab in New York and a board member
of the Berlin Independent Performing Arts Association (LAFT
Berlin). In collaboration with UdK’s Artist Training, she created
the networking format MindLab# and has been the supervisor
for the Performing Arts module since 2018.
Nai Wen, you have been working with the Artist Training from
the very beginning. You also introduced the MindLab# as a
format in the program. Can you explain the idea behind it?
The MindLab# is a two-hour cooperative networking format
that was a cross-disciplinary part of the Artist Training and
focuses on collaboration. Participants have the chance not only
to exchange basic information about who they are and what
they do but to dive into co-creating project ideas in a very limited
time frame. Depending on participants’ needs from each module
and discipline, sometimes the cooperative part could also be
presenting individual work or project ideas to get immediate
feedback and hands-on tips from colleagues. All in all, the
MindLab# aims to provide a playful peer-to-peer environment,
where the meeting of minds could emerge, and birds of different
feathers need not flock together longer than they want to.
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What are the difficulties that our participants face in the field
of performing arts or generally speaking?
The recurring challenges that our participants and all artists
in Berlin share are – too many artists for too few venues and
financial resources. All institutions that we visited during the
Artist Training expressed willingness for new collaboration.
But they were also honest – they have far more artists to work
with so it’s very unlikely they would collaborate with someone
whose work they have never seen. These common challenges
might grow more overwhelming for those who speak neither
German nor English, apply non-Europe-centered and nonwestern aesthetic language, have no idea how the system here
works, have problems getting a work permit, resident permit or
asylum status. If they are Black or artists of color, they’d better
buckle up to enter another uncharted terrain. And I cannot
even imagine how those fellow artists cope with all the above
mentioned on top of war trauma, loss of families, friends and
home. While the difficulties seem to lie at all levels, the first step
to compartmentalize them starts with transparent, solution- and
understanding-based communication with all parties involved at
eye level.
What have been your personal learning processes working in
this field?
The independent arts scene in Berlin prides itself on values such
as solidarity, diversity and inclusiveness. Working with artists with
forced migration backgrounds has made it clearer to me that fair
working conditions for all artists cannot be achieved if some of
us do not even have the work permit due to years of pending
asylum processes. The question is – how do we, as the arts
community, make an effort to include marginalized voices in our
fight for our rights?
How can art and educational institutions contribute in those
regards?
How about a future program that helps instigate and facilitate a
collaborative process where our participants learn how a cultural
institution operates and the programs and partnered institutions
showcase our participants’ work in the Artist Training context? In
so doing, both parties get to know each other practically
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and build a base for potential future cooperation without any
pressure for further commitment.
Do you remember a highlight and a low point during the time
with the Artist Training?
It always made my day whenever participants felt seen and
heard, so that they opened up and then a real dialogue emerged.
They would start describing how they envision their future in
Germany with their art. Based on their dreams, I would share
ideas about where or how to start from where they are. And
then more ideas started to bounce back and forth among all of
us in the room, so that a network of support came into being.
What I found challenging was when participants overestimated
my own and the program’s possibilities. On rare occasions I
have encountered participants who had been working in their
professions for decades before coming to Germany and now,
understandably, felt frustrated to be trapped in a “beginner’s”
position. How do I, on the one hand, show that I understand
how absolutely frustrating the situation must be for them and on
the other hand, explain the hard truth that both MindLab# and
the Artist Training might open some doors for them but won’t
guarantee a career? It was quite a task.
But you have involved quite a few artists from the program in
your productions?
Yes. In four theater productions and five cultural educational
projects over the course of the last four years, my theater
company Sisyphos, der Flugelefant has collaborated with about
12 artists from the Artist Training program.
What are the messages you want to convey to the program’s
participants?
I think everybody has his/her own journey. Let’s say this is the
advice that I wish I had when I first arrived in Germany – you are
enough as you are.
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Naser Fathi

#2016

visual artist

“Berlin has an international population
but no international culture.”
Naser Fathi Bokhani is a Berlin-based Kurdish visual artist,
illustrator and writer. He was born in 1981 in Bukan, Kurdistan/
Iran. He started studying architecture in 2000 but was expelled
from his studies for publicly speaking out against the Iranian
Regime in 2002. After having fled to Iraq, Naser graduated with
a degree in fine arts. Between 2002 and 2007 he worked as an
editor of a children’s magazine, where he published several
short stories and illustrations. From 2007 to 2014 he worked as
an artist and journalist in Erbil. In 2014, when the Iranian secret
service increasingly became a threat for Kurdish citizens, Naser
decided to leave Iraq. He arrived in Berlin at the end of 2014 and
has since been participating in various film and performing arts
projects.
Naser, you participated in several workshops of the Artist
Training, the first time in 2016. How was your professional
situation back then and how is it today?
My professional situation did not change. I was out of work then
and still am today.
Why is that?
My wife and I have been in Germany since 2014. Our asylum
application was approved 4 months ago, so it took more
than five years. During all that time, I was unable to work as
a freelancer. It was a time of waiting. Of course I still worked,
here at home. I painted thousands of pictures and they are here
everywhere – on the walls, stored between my daughter’s toys,
under the sofa, in the cupboards. They are small formats because
of course I don’t have much space here. I also wrote a novel
and hundreds of short stories in my native language, Kurdish,
because our language is threatened with extinction, and of
course, because my German is not very good.
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You also realized a few projects with contacts from the UdK as far as I
remember?
Yes. In 2016, I met Chang Nai Wen at the UdK, and this
has resulted in several projects. She is a theatre maker and
worked at that time with children in an emergency shelter
[ZUsammenKUNFT]. I supported her and the group as an
illustrator and interpreter. The last project we did was in 2019. I
also participated in an experimental film class by Lilli Kuschel at
the UdK for almost a year, and we made a few films together –
one of them was shown at the Performing Arts Festival in 2017.
But you could never get paid for these jobs?
I wasn’t allowed to freelance. I received a salary for the work
I had done with Sisyphos, der Flugelefant [theatre group]
and this caused a whole lot of trouble and bureaucracy with
the Sozialamt [social welfare office] and the health insurance
company, simply because I wasn’t allowed to work as a
freelancer. I’m still paying the installments for the fine I got for
this offence. (laughs) I broke the law!
But now you have a work permit, at least. Is there a plan on
how to proceed from here?
I have spoken to many people in the last three months who
know the art scene, to see what I can do here now as an artist
but I haven’t found a solution. I have all these paintings, maybe
I can sell them. I don’t know. There is no permanent job for
a painter in Germany. And even if there was, then it would
probably not be for me. In Iraq, I worked as a children’s book
illustrator for many years. It would be my wish to go in this
direction. But without a space, an atelier, it is very difficult.
I also bring many other professional experiences from my home
country. I worked as a clown in television and as a dubbing actor.
I have experience in film editing, too. The last time I was at the
Jobcenter [unemployment office] and listed everything I can do,
they told me there is no such profession.
Have you considered giving up on art as a profession?
I wouldn’t know what else to do.
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Can you summarize the opportunities and challenges of exile
for you in Berlin?
Berlin’s contemporary art scene is of course bigger and much
more modern than the one in my home country. A lot of things
are happening – projects, galleries, etc. But I don’t have much
to do with the art scene. I find it difficult to make connections
here or get in touch with other artists. People are generally rather
restrained and distant. Berlin has an international population,
but no international culture. And in my opinion, that leads to
the fact that refugees are either completely isolated or they only
communicate with other refugees.
Berlin gave me time to write. I had always wished I would have
time to read and write, and I have this time now in Berlin.
(laughs) Of course, I also have the freedom to experiment and
to make art for which I had to risk my life in my home country.
Freedom is important, but it’s not everything. We have freedom
here, but we lost a lot. We lost our spirit; our souls have suffered.
Of course, we are safe here, but not without a price. To me, exile
also meant loss, loneliness and a lot of waiting.
During the UdK Rundgang 2017, you did a very emotional
performance. You had built a cell for yourself and there you
stuffed yourself excessively with food. And then you pasted
yourself with old shopping lists. A song was playing in the
background.
The song in the background was by a Kurdish singer, she was
sentenced to 20 years in prison for that song. Next to her fate,
my existence in safe Germany seems very meaningless, at least
for me as a Kurd who has been speaking up for our cause all
my life. I can’t contribute much here from exile and it hurts me.
Looking at the political reality of my people, I feel almost guilty
living a normal life in safe Berlin. That’s what I wanted to express
and also process with this performance.
What do you wish for the future?
I remain optimistic that our situation will change. I like Berlin and
we see our future here. My wish is to work with children or as a
children’s book illustrator.

*This interview was originally conducted in German and then translated into
English.
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Amr Karkout

#2017

dancer

“I’m just a dancer! There are a lot of people
from all over the world in Berlin – all with their
own stories – and I’m just one of them.“
Amr Karkout was born in Damascus, Syria in 1984 and has
lived in Berlin since 2017. Between 2008 and 2017 he was part
of Sima Dance Company and Koon Theater Group, while also
working as a lecturer at the Higher Institute for Dramatic Arts in
Damascus. In Berlin he worked with choreographer Sasha Waltz
& Guests, Modjgan Hashemian, and Nir de Volff, among others.
Hi Amr. What are you working on at the moment?
At the moment I’m working on a project called noBody which
is a piece from Sasha Waltz’s famous choreographic triology
Körper. It is about 18 years old, and we are going to revive it. We
will explore, as the title may indicate, the metaphysical levels to
human existence. What is being human beyond having a body?
It is a super big cast for this project – we are 23 dancers on stage
plus extras. Some of that cast were already performing 18 years
ago, some are from the dance company and there are some new
faces. I’m among these new faces. And I’m very excited about it.
It will be on show at the Volksbühne from the 2nd to 5th of April
[postponed until further notice].
Congratulations! How did you get into this?
Well, when it comes to Sasha Waltz & Guests you never know,
because they don’t have auditions. She only picks some new
people for her projects and nobody knows how. But I know how.
(laughs) From all the workshops and classes that are happening
in Radialsysteme [performance space in Berlin], you know, a lot
of the long-term dancers from the company give workshops
and it’s an opportunity for any dancer. Actually, this is how we
get the jobs. We just get involved with everything, go to all the
classes, workshops, just show yourself. So from there you are
being recommended I guess and that’s how it all came together
for me.
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What has happened since then? What were the opportunities
and challenges you encountered?
You know, it took me three years just to get started. (laughs) It
takes some time when you are on a refugee status. Government
support means you will have duties. After I had applied for
asylum I had been allocated to Brandenburg [due to the quota
distribution system of the federal states], I couldn’t just move to
Berlin as I wanted to. I needed to give them a legitimate reason
why I had to be in Berlin. Just being a dancer with the intention
to work with Sasha Waltz wasn’t a reason for them. So I found
a full-time job as an employee in Berlin doing white collar work
and paying taxes. (laughs) A job was a legitimate reason to let
me move to Berlin, since I was able to sustain myself. And then
slowly [after having moved to Berlin] I started to rely on art more
and more. At first I did a lot of small jobs, like modeling, live
drawing sessions, performing in music videos, stuff like this, you
name it. Now I would consider it as an extra experience.
Freelancing is not the easiest way to make money. And Berlin
is not the easiest city for dancers either. It’s amazingly good,
because you know, it’s really international and it attracts a lot of
dancers, from different backgrounds, different styles, different
techniques, which is really amazing, because you get the chance
to work with them too. Berlin is where it’s all happening. At the
same time the level of competition is very high. You need to be
100 percent into it. You need to train a lot.
25
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You took part in the Artist Training in March 2017. You had
pretty much just arrived.
Yeah, it was a coincidence. I had arrived in January. After two
months or so I was surfing the internet, randomly, and I found
the project, and I just showed up there. That project was exactly
for me and was exactly what I needed at that time. And really
the most important part is, I got to know a lot of people... you
know, people who could share an inside view of this system. And
I got in contact with a lot of artists who I knew already from back
in Damascus. I had never expected to see them here. It was really
amazing. There is a Syrian director, his name is Bassam Dawood,
and I worked with him on a project in Damascus in 2006. I never
saw him again after that. But then...I met him at UdK. I was
stoked. (laughs)

How does the scene in Damascus differ from Berlin?
Well, it has some similarities; the contemporary scene exists.
But it’s a tiny city in comparison to Berlin. We have a university
for dance that has existed since the nineties. There are a lot of
theaters and places to perform, but let’s say the main difference
is you don’t get the chance to work with a lot of international
people like here. In Damascus you might get to work with the
Russian Ballet maybe, because Russia and Syria are friends, but
that’s as international as it gets. So this is very different. Finding
funding is more difficult of course. If you want to survive as a
dancer in Damascus, you need to do a lot of commercial stuff.
Those are the projects where there is money. But the major
factor making artists’ lives difficult, or that made my life really
difficult, is the lack of freedom of movement. As a resident in
the Middle East, you cannot travel freely, and even less since the
political situation escalated in 2011. I had received a scholarship
with the British Council in 2011, but my visa was declined. Same
with the Netherlands in 2016. Even Turkey, which is our direct
neighbour, you think it should be easy, but I couldn’t get the visa
to go to a tango festival there. Imagine. So for me, I had enough.
I had reached the limits of my professional development in Syria.
Would you call yourself an artist in exile? Can you relate to
this label?
I’m just a dancer! There are a lot of people from all over the
world in Berlin – all with their own stories – and I’m just one of
them.
What are your plans for the future?
My personal ultimate challenge still is to learn German. Because
it is a very nice language. The downside is, nobody speaks
German, especially in my line of work, everybody speaks English.
So that makes it hard to pick up the language. I do speak some
German, but if you want to have a conversation that goes
beyond small talk, at some point you have to go and take classes.
So being busy with maintaining the freelance business, there is
not much time for that. But you really need to learn the language
of the people, otherwise you’ll always be an outsider. That’s my
goal in 2020.
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Shams von Fatima

#2017

actress

“At the moment my main concern is German.“
Shams von Fatima was born in Nablus, in the West Bank, in 1988.
She graduated from the drama academy as a theater actress in
Ramallah in 2014 and has since performed as an actress and
worked as a theater trainer for children and teenagers. She
came to Berlin in 2017 for a residency at Theater X and Monbijou
Theater.
Thank you for inviting me to come to your workplace! What
are you doing here?
At the moment I’m a volunteer at this youth center [in BerlinBuch]. The initial idea was to develop theater with a group of
teenage girls that come here – it turned out to be not that easy
though. They are shy, they don’t come regularly, and the biggest
problem is, they are very much under the surveillance of their
brothers or family members – most of them have a Muslim family
background like me. So the boys don’t like to see their sisters
hang out with [other] boys here at the club. They use a lot of
ugly language to humiliate them or they tell their families at
home, and then these girls don’t come anymore. Either because
they are not allowed to or because they believe in what they are
being told – that their behavior is not good. So, this is wrong
in my opinion, it needs to be changed. I want to show those
girls that there are other options, that they have rights and they
can say no. There is a lot of conflict to be solved with these
teenagers, so at this point I realized it is not the most important
thing to make theater with them. The more important thing is
to create a space and an atmosphere where girls can come and
experience some freedom, some empowerment! And where the
uneven relationship between boys and girls – men and women –
can be questioned.
Have you yourself faced discrimination or stereotyping as a
woman from the Middle East in Berlin?
No, I think I don’t look like a typical Arab woman. I don’t wear
29
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a hijab and my hair is short. I had problems with my looks in
Palestine, but not here. I really feel like I can be weird, I can do
whatever I want to and nobody will ask any questions. That
doesn’t mean that racism or stereotypes don’t exist in Berlin. For
me personally, it has just not been an issue. I think people are
fairly tolerant.
You participated in the Artist Training in 2017. How was your
professional situation back then and how is it now?
I came here at the end of 2017 with an artist residency at
Theater X and Monbijou Theater. I meant to stay four weeks,
but in the end, I applied for asylum. I have had a lot of problems
with my family back in Palestine but I would prefer to keep this
private. In the beginning there was a lot of uncertainty. I didn’t
know what was going to happen and if I could stay or not. I
didn’t have a clear lens. What is different now is that I have
made some connections. I have papers and I have a home. From
a professional perspective, I was given opportunities to figure
out where my place could be here and to explore some options
for my future. I’m still in a process of finding that right way
though. The scene is big and there are many more options. The
work here at the youth club has really sparked my interest in
theater pedagogy; to learn how I can use theater to act better
and intervene to make change. I was thinking to do a master’s
degree in theater education, but only recently I was informed
that my qualification from the drama academy in Ramallah is not
acknowledged in Germany. So that’s frustrating.
At the moment my main concern is German. I’m still with the
Jobcenter doing the Integrationskurs [integration course]. To be
a freelancer or study I need to learn the language. I can’t really
work in my field without a certain level of German.

this lack of theater that speaks about what is really happening
in Palestine socially and politically. We hoped to be able to find
a way to fund this piece but we weren’t successful. There are
no chances or ways to encourage independent theater or artist
groups in general because the art scene is very small. It’s getting
better now, I have friends who are really going somewhere, in
music maybe, but in theater I don’t see it.
What does exile mean to you?
I believe that the earth belongs to all of us. Borders and territories
are creations of the people who wanted to own material stuff
so they could feel powerful. Despite my beliefs, I too, belong to
a territory in which I was raised and my people have a problem
with assuring their existence in this material world. When I felt
exiled or every sense of belonging was taken away from me,
was when they gave me my German residency permit. On it was
written that I am not acknowledged as Palestinian.
I also have positive feelings about exile. People are open and
welcoming in Berlin, they are curious about other cultures and
like to mix and collaborate.
What are your aspirations for the future?
Go back to university or [complete] an Ausbildung
[apprenticeship]. Also, I want to become financially independent.
Later I want to have my own space – where living, farming
and art together in a community of like-minded people will be
possible.

What is the theater scene like in Ramallah?
Most of the productions are funded by foreign organisations
and from my experience, these projects always come with an
agenda that is brought in from the outside. I’m critical of these
interventions. It’s very rare that you have a director who develops
a complete play with a group of actors. I tried that with my
group – me and a few other actors that graduated with me
from the drama academy. We developed a piece over a couple
of months of rehearsals and researching. We wanted to counter
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Still from “Men in the Sun” together with Faris Salih (Palestine 2014) © Mays Assi

Gafarou Bandaogo

#2018

musician

“Chances don’t come to you, you have to go
and get them. This is what I learned.“
Gafarou Bandaogo a.k.a. Jaamann is a musician originally from
Burkina Faso who found his way to Berlin in 2015. Here in
Berlin, the beat, tempo, rhythm, and infinite combinations of
sounds roped him into the techno scene. In 2018, he turned his
passion into a career, with his first release on Tiefdruckgebeat (a
collaboration with The Relative Zero). Shortly after he founded
the collective Rave for Good. Jaamaan’s sound is best described
as dark, melodic techno – but due to his background – his style
remains truly versatile.
Hello Gafarou. Would you like to introduce yourself?
Hello. I’m a DJ, producer, and event manager. Or I was, until
Corona. (laughs) Right now there is not so much to do. We are
all waiting for the clubs to reopen again.
I’m also the founder of Rave for Good, which is a collective and
charity project. We aim to support communities or projects in
less privileged parts of the world with the funds we raise through
music events we organize. The first project is in Burkina Faso,
where I am from – well, my parents are. I was born in Ivory
Coast. I lived in Italy and France before I came to Berlin in 2015 –
where my new life started. (laughs)
“New life.” That sounds like a big change.
I was another person when I came here. Getting into music
and the community around it changed my mind a lot. I had
thought of starting a project like Rave for Good for a long
time, but back in Italy the opportunity was not there. People in
Berlin understand the meaning of solidarity. It was definitely my
surroundings here that allowed me to further think through this
project.
I fell in love with the city from the first day I arrived. Because of
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the freedom, you know. I felt like I could be whoever I wanted to
be, if I wanted to be someone. (laughs) At the beginning it was
hard to get used to the system and get used to the people, but I
was patient.
How did you get into music in the first place?
I went to a techno club for pretty much the first time in my life in
2015, I think. But it felt like that was it. It was a rundown house
with different rooms transformed into a club. I had never seen
anything like that before, it was quite special. From then I just
got into techno more and more and I wanted to make music
myself. I didn’t know what a CDJ was, or what a filter was or a
kick, you know. But I just began with GarageBand [free, basic
music producing software], made beats and showed it to friends.
I met other people who made music and I started producing
with a friend. He used more professional software, which I didn’t
know how to use at that time, and he also had a synthesizer and
other equipment. I came with my ideas and he would run the
machines. At that time I had already made connections with the
crew from MenschMeier [Berlin club] and when we had finished
putting together a whole live set, I just asked them if we could
perform. And they gave us the main floor. Yeah, that was my
first gig ever, in 2018. I released my first track that same year on
Tiefdruckgebeat, a label from Berlin.

Can you also tell us a bit more about Rave for Good?
Yeah, Rave for Good was born in 2018. We are a collective of
ten people now, more or less. The first parties were at Rauchhaus
[self-governing housing project in Berlin-Kreuzberg], where I also
live. Small underground techno parties in the beginning, then
they became bigger. With the money collected so far, we will
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In 2018 you also took part in Artist Training Music. What has
happened since?
Yes, exactly. A lot of things had started for me in 2018, and
there were many questions. I was looking for some input from
more experienced people, that’s why I joined the program. It’s
been very helpful. Musicwise I turned more in the DJ direction
in the last year because the friend I started producing with left
Berlin eventually, and with him, his production equipment. That’s
how I started to be Jaamann, who I am today.
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support a village in Burkina Faso – my father’s village actually.
In this village – Zigla Pakala – about 4,000 people live there,
but there is only one water well. The money we raised will go
towards building a second well. I went there and made the first
arrangements in 2018 and I was meant to go back this June, but
unfortunately with Corona now, I cannot go. It is postponed. I
still hope I will be able to go towards the end of this year. It is
very important to me.

What are the chances as a musician in Berlin?
Chances? For Black musicians? (laughs) Chances, I believe, you
have to create yourself. Chances came for me through meeting
people. If you are interested in something you go out and talk
about it and share your ideas with others. There you create
your chances, to connect, to collaborate, to be seen, you know.
Chances don’t come to you, you have to go and get them. This is
what I learned.

What are the challenges as an immigrant working in the music
scene?
There are many challenges. Many. If you ask me personally – I
am not just an immigrant. I am a Black immigrant. This is very
different. For a Black person to be successful in the music
industry it is ten times harder as for, let’s say, a normal white
guy or girl, for whom this system is made. Even if the Berlin club
scene is quite open-minded, there are still racist structures in
place, like everywhere else. Another challenge for me was, or is,
music equipment. Good equipment is not cheap so you need to
have money. I’m not rich, my family is not rich. The scene is very
competitive. And I have struggled with the legal system in terms
of residency and a work permit before. So there is a long list of
things that make it hard to be successful. That’s why I also prefer
to not base my life on this dream.

What are your aspirations for the future?
There is this one club in Berlin, where I want to play. (laughs)
And I can’t wait to go back to Burkina Faso and build this well. I
would like to further advance Rave for Good, of course. We are
in the process of registering as a Verein [non-profit organization]
at the moment. So that’s it for now.

What does racism in the Berlin club scene look like?
For example, when you are a Black man and you go to the club,
the first thing they think is you are a dealer. At the doors you
are checked more thoroughly than everyone else, but this also
counts for other places. You already know from the way people
look at you sometimes. It is exhausting to face and confront or
even ignore racist stereotypes, not everyone has the energy to
do that. It affects your brain, your health and some Black people
get depressed or even aggressive. I used to only go to places
where they knew me and where I knew I wouldn’t have any
discrimination. But sometimes it just happens anywhere, you
can’t control it.
I still want to say though, that I have lots of respect for Berlin’s
club culture. Often there are thousands of people in one place
celebrating peacefully. It is a place where I found freedom and
love, as I said before.
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Hoda Taheri

#2019

filmmaker

“The art scene is kind of a closed circle which
you can only enter under certain conditions.”
Hoda Taheri is an artist and film maker from Tehran, Iran. Due
to her involvement in a number of controversial films, she faced
political persecution in Iran and fled to Germany in 2017. Hoda
holds a B.A. in Design & Visual Communication from Limkokwing
University Malaysia and is currently a student of the directing
program at the Deutsche Film und Fernsehakademie Berlin
(DFFB).
What are you working on right now?
At the moment I’m working on a documentary about a close
friend of mine. She was attacked by her ex-husband in her
flat in Berlin. He stabbed her 40 times with a knife. After she
was released from the hospital, we decided to document what
has happened to her. This whole story brought me a new
understanding of what it means to be an immigrant. Because
in normal life, Berlin is a cool place with a great art and party
scene and we all enjoy the freedom and opportunities. But when
a disaster happens to you, it is a new face of, okay – what does
that mean to be alone and not have family around you? To be
in a situation where you don’t speak the same language as the
nurses and doctors? The whole thing adds a whole new level of
what it means to be an immigrant.
Is the theme of migration and questions that evolve around it
something you are generally interested in?
Mmm no. I don’t go around and search for specific social
issues to work on. My work is very much informed by personal
experiences. Then later when the film is done, it is other people
who label it or put it in certain categories, but these categories
are not something I intended to deal with from the beginning.
Usually projects come to me more organically and reflect on my
close surroundings.
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You took part in the Artist Training in January 2019. How was
your professional situation back then and what has changed
since?
Back then I was trying very hard, I was applying left, right and
center to find a job or get into university. At the time I was
attending the Artist Training course, I was also applying for DFFB
and Babelsberg [both film schools] for the directing program.
And I got a lot of support from the lecturers and mentors at
the Artist Training. And in the end, I made it into the directing
program at DFFB.
But when you came here you already had earned an
undergraduate degree in visual communication. How come
you decided to change paths and go back to university?
I wouldn’t say I changed paths, because for me art is not to be
seen separately. My creativity is not limited to a certain genre.
It is all kind of connected. Already during my bachelor studies,
I was making films or participated in film projects. Choosing
graphic design and visual communication for me was a way to
get a better understanding of how to visualize ideas and how
compositions work. It is not so different from what I do now.
Trying to establish myself in the professional world here, I
also felt like, there is a certain ignorance towards any sort of
education or qualification earned in a ‘third world’ country.
The art scene is kind of a closed circle which you can only enter
under certain conditions. Running through a western university
education and having the networks you will be able to build
there, is one of these conditions, I think.
What are the opportunities and other challenges of working
in the arts as a foreigner in Germany?
I don’t know about all of Germany, but in Berlin there are a lot
of opportunities. Sometimes too many, sometimes you even
get confused what to do next. But, of course, the economic
advantages living in a rich country like Germany are at hand.
The most important challenge for me at this point, on a
professional level, is the language. And I don’t mean speaking
the language in order to communicate, I mean mastering the
language on a level where you are able to write proposals or
communicate in a more formal way. Things like that.
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And apart from a professional perspective, how was the
process of settling in for you?
I arrived as a refugee, and because I didn’t have a clue what
that means, it was very scary in the beginning. I didn’t know
what was going to happen, what would be decided by the
authorities. But then I got my papers after three months
[permit of residence], so that went quite smoothly. I was sent
to Brandenburg though [due to the quota distribution system
of the federal states] and that was really tough. I couldn’t
connect with anyone there and I had the feeling that I was a
complete outsider. Berlin has this international vibe – you don’t
stick out because of what you look like. When I was walking in
Brandenburg, I felt like everyone was looking at me as if it was
obvious that I’m a refugee.
Things are getting better and better now. To start studying was
a game changer, too. Even though a few films I was involved
in had gotten broader attention and been screened in festivals
before, I was not really looked at on eye level. Being accepted
into an institution like DFFB seems to give me more credibility.
Would you call yourself an artist in exile?
It is not easy to give a certain answer here. On my papers, it
says ‘yes I am in exile and I am a refugee’ and it influences my
life especially the bureaucratic side. On a personal level I would
say ‘no’ since I do not have a strong sense of belonging to a
specific geographical area. And I really like this quote by Sohrab
Shahid Sales which says, “Wherever I can freely create films is my
homeland.”
What are your plans for the near future?
I hope I will be able to afford to keep making low budget
independent films.
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Still from “I have small breasts” (Hoda Taheri, Berlin 2020) © Tobias Jall

Zainab Alsawah

#2017

actress

“I think ‘integration’, if we want to use that
word, starts with the way you feel about the
place you live in.“

Still from the UdK Absolventenvorsprechen 2019 © Daniel Nartschick

Zainab Alsawah is an actress from Syria. Born in Damascus in
1990, she grew up in Homs (Syria), where she studied English
Literature at Baath University. There she started doing theater
with the Labour Theatre Troupe under the direction of Farhan
Bulbul. After fleeing Syria in 2013, she lived in Osnabrück for
two years and resettled to Berlin in 2016 to study acting at
the University of the Arts. During her studies, she performed
at Theater Münster, Theaterdiscounter Berlin and Hans Otto
Theater Potsdam. She has also acted in film and television.
For her own project Zahn des Löwens at the University of the
Arts, she won the DAAD prize for outstanding achievements of
foreign students studying at German universities. Since August
2020, she has been an ensemble member of the Oldenburgisches
Staatstheater.
Hi Zainab. Would you introduce yourself?
Hi. I am an actress from Syria. I came to Germany at the end
of 2013 and started to study acting at the University of the
Arts Berlin in 2016. I graduated in November last year and will
soon start a two-year engagement with the state theater in
Oldenburg.
You weren’t a participant of the program, but you supported
the Artist Training in the last three years, first with
moderation/translation in our workshops, later in marketing/
communication, while you studied acting at UdK. How come
you decided to pursue acting as a profession in Germany and
change paths from what you had started in Syria?
Well, I kind of changed paths, but not completely. I had started
doing theatre in Syria with the Labour Theatre Troupe in my
hometown Homs while I was studying English literature. I was
19 years old at that time. That was when I discovered my passion
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and I knew that I wanted to do this for the rest of my life. But I
also knew that in Syria, you cannot survive with theatre alone.
So the plan was to continue studying, get a ‘normal’ job to
earn money and still do theatre on the side. In Germany, I saw
a chance to do this professionally and I was still at a reasonable
age to study something new, something that will make me
happy, so I went for it.
Was it hard to get started with studying?
Yes, it was difficult to get started, especially if you were not
from this country and you had been speaking the language
for only two and a half years, as was my case. My language
skills were enough to get accepted, but the first year was very
hard, since we had to improvise a lot, and so I wasn’t as fast as
my classmates. But I also wasn’t the only one who had these
difficulties in the acting department, there were other students
from different countries, and that is something I liked about
studying at the UdK. I felt equal chances were given to all
applicants regardless of their origin and importance was attached
to diversity among students.
And what is your view on the German theater scene in those
regards?
I am lucky that I now have a German degree in acting.
But generally speaking, it is very hard to get accepted and
acknowledged as a professional if you are not from here. A lot of
foreign actors and actresses suffer from discrimination in the field
and most of them get cast only to play roles with a migration
background, mostly because they look different or maybe have
an accent. Casting in the film and television industries relies
heavily on stereotypes, even for Germans, so you can imagine
how it is for foreigners or people with a migration background.
One might think that it could be different in theatre, where the
element of illusion is somehow taken away by seeing the actors
live on a stage and where a lot of situations are performed
abstractly. So actually, it wouldn’t be a problem if, for example,
Othello would be played by a native German or if a PoC actress
would play the mother of a blond character. But this is sadly
often not the case. Some theatres are doing massive steps in this
direction, but we are still not at the point where it is no longer a
statement to diversely cast a play, but rather a normality.
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I would think that Berlin is quite progressive in regards of
diverse casts compared to smaller German towns. How do you
feel about moving to Oldenburg now?
I am very excited about moving to Oldenburg. Yes, Berlin is
probably more diverse than any other German city, but that
doesn’t mean that I can only find my place as an actress in Berlin.
I got a fair chance in a theatre where people are really interested
in working with me, and that is exactly what I was looking for.
As to Berlin, it is a nice diverse city, but it did not offer me what
Oldenburg is offering me.
Are there certain characters that are often ascribed to you?
For film and television, I usually get asked to do castings for Arab
roles, and I think you can imagine what the German stereotype
for an Arab woman is, so I won’t bother you with the details.
Of course I am not talking about every casting I did, but there
is a majority. I don’t mind playing an Arab character, I mean I
am an Arab woman in the end. It is rather the stereotyping that
bothers me. To be seen as a certain type of actress could become
a problem if I someday want to work as a freelancer, so I have
to prove myself in the next few years in order not to fall into
any kind of categorization. In Oldenburg I will be a part of the
ensemble which means I will be able to play different roles with
different biographies.

I live here now and my whole life is here and this is the only
place I can call “home” since I can’t go back. Of course, you
have to adapt to some degree in order to feel that way. But
the important thing is that you find a way to express yourself,
because then people can start to interact with you and then you
can start to feel like you belong. Otherwise it is hard and you
would feel out of place. So I think “integration”, if we want to
use that word, starts with the way you feel about the place you
live in.
What are your aspirations for the future?
I hope I can make good experiences in my field and play roles
that challenge me and that I get to know and work with open
and creative colleagues. Someday, maybe in five or ten years,
I want to have or be a part of a theater company, where I can
bring in my own ideas and realize my own projects. There
are a lot of stories yet to be told in this crazy world of wars
and injustice, and I would like to make my contribution to
the documentation of fates that often get forgotten in the
exhaustion of everyday life.

Has living in exile opened or closed doors for you?
I have to admit that I got some roles because of my background
and they turned out to be very good experiences. But the fact
that I got accepted to study or that I got a two-year contract at
a theater didn’t have to do with where I come from, and I am
very happy about that. It was my goal to have the same chances
as any other German actress and to be cast for what I can do
and not for where I come from. Of course, what I went through
changed me and made me the person and even the actress
that I am now. People who gave me these chances were also
interested in my biography, but I like to think that they made
their decisions because they could see me in any role.
Your German is perfect, you earned a degree and found a job.
One might think it must have been easy for you to integrate.
I don’t know how I feel about the word ‘integration’. I mean,
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Melanie Waldheim
head of program

“It is time to support the equality of
artists in exile in the art and cultural establishments. Not only as a funded project but rather
as a core task of the UdK Berlin.”
Melanie Waldheim is the head of the Artist Training. She
has been responsible for conception, project development,
cooperations and finances of the program since 2016. With
previous positions at Literaturmuseum der Moderne Marbach,
the Landesverband Berliner Galerien (lvbg) and internationales
literaturfestival berlin, she joined the UdK Berlin Career College
in project development in 2015 and is also a part-time women’s
representative.
What does continuing education mean in the context of exile?
The UdK Berlin Career College specializes in fee based continuing
education for artists inside and outside of Germany. On the
basis of this expertise, the Artist Training program has offered
modules, consulting and networking events for artists in exile
since 2016 – free of charge. Within each of the six editions that
took place in the last four years, participants’ needs have been
assessed and new content and new formats have been shaped
and implemented. It quickly became clear that the professional
requirements for all artists coming to Germany are similar but
their needs notably differ and there are not equal opportunities
for all.
What was decisive for the project’s development was the initial
joint implementation and later joint conception with artists in
exile from each respective field. This enabled the knowledge,
network, and the experience of international artists to integrate
into the Berlin art scene in the best possible way. The Artist
Training cannot make up for the general orientation of the
cultural establishments towards specific backgrounds and
aesthetics. While projects, exhibitions, special supplements and
even theatre ensembles were created with and for refugees,

and refugee narratives became visible in artistic production,
institutions still need several years to make a structural transition.
This includes the UdK Berlin as well, based on the fact that
the university is not equitable in all areas. The process of
institutional self-reflection regarding the lack of diversity has
been initiated within the last few years, but it is not fixed in next
steps yet. Likewise, the Artist Training is not understood as the
main business of UdK Berlin but rather every year the program
struggles for further financing.
Who counts as an artist in exile? Who are the participants of
the program?
While we have addressed the target group of refugees very
clearly under the title Refugee Class for Professionals since 2015,
we later changed it to Artist Training for Professionals, to include
all artists who have left their home countries due to political
persecution and the inability to exercise their artistic freedom –
regardless of their residence status. This decision is a change of
direction not only in terms of the target group but is a statement
for human rights far away from labelling people as refugees to
give them the permission to stay and work in Germany.
At the beginning, up to 65% of participants came from Syria,
followed by Iran and Palestine and were 77% male and 23%
female. In the last two years, 30% of the participants are
from Syria, 12% from Turkey, 11% from Iran and others for
example. from China, Russia and Venezuela. The current gender
distribution is 55% male and 45% female.
What are the requirements to establish oneself in Berlin’s
cultural scene?
Statistics show that the income for all artists living in Berlin is low.
In fine arts, only 17% can live solely from their art.1 Therefore,
in my opinion, many freelance artists need special training for
the transition phase from graduation to establishing themselves
professionally as well as consistent continuing education.
After graduating from my humanities studies, I also made many
mistakes working as a freelancer. With the Artist Training I am
trying to build a program which I would have needed. The key
difference is, that as a woman growing up in Eastern Germany,
bbk questionnaire (2016) See: https://www.dia-vorsorge.de/einkommenvermoegen/altersvorsorge-von-kuenstlern/(20.08.2020)
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I studied and worked in a privileged situation with only minimal
experience of discrimination. I know the codes, the network,
and the expectations of the cultural establishments and can
freely decide whether to use them or not. The exiled artists I met
through my work and beyond are lacking exactly those tools
necessary to navigate the German system. Therefore, we want
to equip the participants with the best possible networks and
knowledge, in order to close the gap a little between them and
German graduates, and at the same time, introduce institutions
and individuals in art and culture to artists with diverse
backgrounds and aesthetics.
What are the approaches of the Artist Training?
In order to impart knowledge in the best possible way, the
teaching formats of each edition are developed for the target
group of artists in exile. The fundamental idea is to conceptualize
the offers based on the requirements, competencies, and
experiences of the participants. The content of the individual
modules, networking events, and consultations are designed by
an established Berlin artist and one artist in exile. Co-teaching
was implemented in the last project so that the artist in exile
could offer more than just moderation. This equal conception
and teaching creates a hierarchy-free thinking and working
process and gives space for different narratives and aesthetics.
Moreover, the project enables all people involved inside and
outside of UdK Berlin to experience a learning process which
scrutinizes the established knowledge, values and mechanisms
of our society. I have seen again and again that in individual
sessions, established terms or criteria of selection for theatre
ensembles, exhibitions, film festivals, or funding were questioned.
The supposed transparency among decision makers is ultimately
always determined by the viewpoints of a homogenous group.
We have had numerous discussions about using labels like
‘refugee’ in the last few years. Could you elaborate on that a
bit?
We started as Refugee Class for Professionals. The name was
chosen jointly with participants and project initiators. Then
after facing criticism of the title through, among others, a work
shown by participants in an exhibition at the UdK Rundgang in
2017, we decided to change it. It then became Artist Training for
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Professionals. From the beginning, the title including ‘refugee’
was controversial and was evaluated several times by the
participants. The answers were split equally – ‘we are refugees
and happy about a special program’ vs. a reluctance about the
title and the concomitant labelling. In retrospect, I would say
that in order to address the target group, a concrete name at
the beginning was difficult to avoid. As of July 2018, the title
disappeared, and from then on, we received a large proportion
of applications from artists coming from other European and
western countries, who were eager to participate in the program.
With the description for artists in exile, the target group has been
expanded to include people who, due to political persecution
and the lack of freedom of artistic expression in their home
countries, cannot practice their art. Each application is looked
at individually. The immense demand from the German and
foreign press has in the meantime also disappeared. For awhile
they reported extensively about the refugee situation and often
perpetuated stereotypes. Despite the disappearance of media
interest, the people and their needs are still here and meanwhile
there are some funding instruments, which have been adjusted
step by step for this new target group.
The project is in great part funded by the European Union
(ESF). What are the conditions that come with these fundings?
I am extremely thankful that since November 2016 we have
received funding from the Berlin Senate Chancellery and
European Social Fund (ESF) and co-funding from the state of
Berlin and UdK Berlin despite the absence of any suitable funding
instruments. Particular parts of the program also received
co-funding from the city of Berlin. Also, the Artist Career
Forum Symposium for networking was funded by the Allianz
Kulturstiftung. Without this funding, a long-term implementation
of the Artist Training project would not have been possible.
Nevertheless, the ESF funds are bound up with many
regulations and restraints. We have to deal with absurdly
long, time-consuming and investigative questionnaires
that the participants must fill out (six pages of registration,
competence measurements, and double surveys about their
status after participation), so a high amount of work is invested
in administration instead of content, organization and the
promotion of the participants. Moreover, in spite of a broad
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interest in this project all over Germany as a model, we can only
take artists registered in Berlin. The latter has a strong influence
on the general concept but is not beneficial when it comes to
building local networks among artists.
After four years of Artist Training, has the inclusion of artists
in exile in Berlin been successful? What are the findings?
The Artist Training is not an art project, but rather aims to
integrate artists in exile into the labour market, through selfemployment or employment. Through the ESF registration,
we capture data from the beginning and then again after
approximately six months. In the project Artist Training: Refugee
Class, 79% registered as unemployed, 12% as freelance, 5%
as employed, and 7% of participants were in an apprenticeship
or continuing education program. In the follow-up project Artist
Training for Professionals, 20% of
participants are registered as unemployed, 57% as freelance,
and a small amount of 9% are employed. Even after five years in
Germany, many participants are still dependent on government
support and in some cases they are not able to work because
of their residence status. Given the general situation for
artists this is not surprising. Personally, I don’t expect that our
program will support only artists with an international network.
At the beginning I assumed that the doors of Berlin’s cultural
establishments would stay open beyond the initial excitement
and wave of welcome and would be accompanied by structural
changes in the diversification of culture and staff. Our 85
partners from Berlin’s cultural institutions and creative industries
have warmly welcomed us on our excursions and introduced
their staff and work. However, in response to direct inquiries,
no real opportunities for concrete cooperation emerged.
At the UdK Berlin, I still see a need for anti-discrimination
measurements when it comes to hiring employees, placements
of freelance assignments or also admission procedures for
students. These are all fields that are fundamentally important
for our participants. And even in our own project, at all levels
from project management to participants, we don’t have
diverse representation. After four years and two periods of
parental leave, I see a new impetus from diversity advocates,
who fundamentally identify the mechanisms of discrimination
and want to counteract them with guidelines. But each change
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moves along with the financial support. The Artist Training
survives, like many other projects, from one source of funding
to the next and is not included in the regular UdK budget. This
means a large portion of my work is searching for funding –
funding for continuing education for artists in exile and to attract
them as employees at all levels in the future.
What is next?
After long preparations for further funding, a new concept
for ARTISTIC COLLECTIVES is entering the third round of ESF
funding. Collectives will be supported over a period of five
months until the end of 2021. In addition, Artist Training Berlin
will offer a consultation service for artists in exile and two
workshop series for professionals and prospective students.
Until the end of 2021, DIGITAL BASICS funded by DAAD PROFI,
will develop a Germany-wide cooperation project in order to
offer continuing education to artists in exile with online and
in-person training, e-learning videos and a conference. It is time
to support the equality of artists in exile in the art and cultural
establishments. Not only as a funded project but rather as a core
task of the UdK Berlin. In this sense, the project speaks for itself.
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*All interviews were conducted by Manuela Goschy between
January and July 2020, and later edited and condensed for clarity.
The global health crisis of 2020 wasn’t addressed specifically since
it would have gone beyond the scope of this volume.
We particularly thank Naser Fathi Bokhani, Amr Karkout, Shams
von Fatima, Hoda Taheri, Gafarou Bandaogo, Zainab Alsawah,
Chang Nai Wen and Khaled Barakeh for their time and trust.
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