
Being on the wall - Beings of the wall Berlin - KRM 
Patricia Tardy (author) 

Aus: TOUT VA BIEN MONSIEUR MATISSE,  

Musée départemental Matisse, Le Cateau-Cambresis,  

Bernard Chauveau Edition, Paris 2020 

———————————————— 

The KRM collective, composed of artists Geza Jager' and Chérif Zerdoumi, a Franco-

German couple, was formed in 2002 with the duo's creation of a monumental fresco called 

Who eats who? on a wall in Berlin.  

Having been completed in a single day "in a kind of trance", this adventure "where the 

notion of time and space no longer existed "was regularly photographed as a sign of its 

transitory existence" a violent experience, lacking respect, with the sole aim of surviving ...  

The artist God does not exist." The following year, they repeated the performance on the 

wall of the Mauerpark in Berlin with a plan and the desire to "do something powerful and 

unique that had never been seen before."  

The singular style and words used in this palimpsest covering one hundred metres on top of 

a layer of pre-stuck posters that predate the fall of the wall, were controversial. This led to 

the press getting involved. The fresco was detached and recovered by the artists, thereby 

affirming its status as a work of art and their desire to make a statement through their 

actions. Alter an initial exhibition at the Kulturbrauerei in Berlin, One art, two heads, a solo 

show followed at the history museum of Leipzig, and since then, many others in Europe and 

elsewhere. Apart from this factual element validating the emergence and recognition of 

KRM by the sign and stencil of the "stray dog", the duo's experiment on a fragment of this 

paradoxical symbol of separation and the free movement of people and ideas, became a 

turning point in their approach and projects.  

The Spirit of the Wall  
ln their workshop away from the city, a disused textile factory in the Tarn, they invented a 

Spirit of the wall concept. This is visually translated into a raw, iconoclastic, and disruptive 

declaration on large-sized panels of wood or metal or nomadic fragments of an imaginary 

wall that are constantly in movement, undergoing the process of production. A "new-tribal" 

expression that resembles a performance which is inextricably linked ta the act of 

deconstruction and construction.  

Their work is the product of a blend of different impulses and influences. lt proceeds tram 

the lacerated poster that flows from a persona! collection of 80,000 posters from the 

1978-1990 period; from stencils, tags; from drawn, sprayed, or scratched graffiti; and from 

drawing, painting, poetry, and writing. They use models and a vocabulary that springs from 



mass culture, advertising, the media; and from those of the popular countercultures: Punk 

and Bad Painting movements, and Street art, as well as the tribal art of other cultures. They 

are not fooled either by their cultural and artistic heritage or by not being the first to bring 

the street into the creative act. They "borrow" the materials and the meaningful and 

significant language of the street that they condemn, misappropriate, and blend. This is not 

done to transpose the "what" of a substrate from one location to another, but to bear 

witness to the "how" and its context.  

For KRM, art is not an end in itself, but the means of getting people to perceive the world 

around us. The spirit of the wall resides in the impulse which brings ta life the creative act. 

and the context which underlies its manifestation, and not in an aesthetically pleasing style 

or in a particular object.  

They fulfil a kind of work in progress which defines the evolutionary nature of their concept 

as much as that of the performance. Each piece is a duet, without a pre-set plan, without a 

sketch, in this fleeting state prompted by the action of one which may or may not be called 

into question by the action of the other. This is not dissimilar to the exquisite corpse of the 

surrealists and the creative games of Andy Warhol and Jean-Michel Basquiat, albeit with 

their own particular interactive methods, in which the dialogue becomes the third essential 

element of the work in action and not an unconscious addition or an aesthetic and playful 

exchange.  

The collective work involves sharing the same space, the same creative freedom, and the 

same anonymity. But if the meaningless KRM signature and the stencil of the stray dog are a 

sign of self-effacement, it is paradoxically that of the quest for a family, an origin, and an 

identity. lt demonstrates their desire to be part of a community devoted to acting on 

impulse and free and anonymous speech. What's more, sticking as close as they can to this 

freedom also involves transgressing certain aesthetic conventions, the paradoxes of which 

do not trouble them at all: the street factory-laboratory, the substrate, the desire ta make 

art.  

They design fragments around themes that are integral ta our contemporary society, such as 

segregation, genocide, exploitation, confinement, and discontent. Both unique yet 

consubstantial with a whole that they reproduce with the sense of a space that surpasses 

each one of them, with temporalities and different actions that collide. lt is through this 

instant reaction to the stimuli of our urban and consumerist society that they draw the 

portrait of a globalised world in which social or territorial conflicts and the desire to contain 

migratory flows with more walls, are exacerbated. Men move, the walls follow them.  

Tarfaya  
Since 2006, Tarfaya has become another, much less promising and decisive location for 

these urban contextual artists. During a trip ta Morocco, fleeing the tourist sites, they 

decided to follow the National 1 road, which crosses the desert, and, as a result of their car 

breaking down, they discovered Tarfaya. ln this former trading post far away tram the 



industrialised world, surrounded by a preserved and unspoilt countryside with sandy streets, 

no bank, no electricity, or tourists, and silent walls bearing no messages or posters. Nothing 

can withstand the wind, sand, and UV light, anyway.  

This meeting point between man, the sky, the ocean, and the desert was so shocking to 

them that they decided to settle there semi-permanently. Geza photographs the sites, the 

remains of the past and, very quickly, the families in their encampments to which she offered 

her prints during future visits. "For some, it is the first time that they see an image of 

themselves, for others it is their only picture of a missing relative that they can keep, carry 

with them and pass on », she says. Over the years, she has accumulated a large quantity of 

documentary archives on the changes that have affected Cape Juby, a souvenir of the site 

and its inhabitants, which will soon be assembled in a museum. The duo creates a mural 

with the children to pay tribute to Antoine de Saint-Exupéry and the paper Little Prince, 

born in Tarfaya following the engine failure of the aviator. Little by little, KRM has forged ties 

with the nomads of the desert.  

Sahara: textile works  

Here, the walls are not a source of division, except perhaps if they are made of sand. Rather, 

they bring together those who are following "intangible" paths-travellers, aviators, 

fishermen, and nomads.  

And the latter, with their flowing and moving habitat, inspired in 2017 by Roger Castang, a 

gallery owner from Perpignan, would be at the origin of this unexpected and particular 

textile work.  

Finally, KRM came across the genuine desert walls in the form of the khaïma, a traditional 

tent and symbol of Sahrawi people, who still live in their tents in the desert, in the 

courtyards, or on the roofs of houses. They are not interested in new tents, but in the 

countless textile fragments from tents and women's clothing that the sand has net finished 

digesting. They search for and collect everything that has not been recycled, to create a 

library of samples of used fabrics.  

They decided to make a statement by transforming them into a single piece, which is both 

substrate and a medium at the same time, without renouncing their style and creative 

process that they adapt to an environment where there are no models and urban signs. 

They preserve the rectangle, that of the wall, of the khaïma, which brings the family, the 

tribe, and, symbolically, the nomadic society together within a "terrestrial" limit. The 

composition begins without a template and, on the reverse side of the patchwork, and will 

ultimately be sewn together by hand.  

Very quickly, the artefacts, used previously, proved to be as meaningless as they were 

difficult to use given the fragility and wear of the fabrics. Right off the bat, this work is 

unique because of its abstract character that is reminiscent of the large fields of colour of 

the Colour Field movement, associated with American abstract expressionism, and the 

Pattern Painting associated with patchworks. But if, like the latter examples that draw their 



inspiration from repeated decorative motifs and Matisse's cut paper, the compositions 

accentuate the impression of two dimensions, expansion and visual balance, they also stand 

out by their sensitive character and sense of the past. 

As a pluralist material with multiple utilitarian and decorative purposes in homewares as well 

as in clothing, the fabric is never neutral and KRM's textile creations have an intimate side 

suited to family lite while also being feminine. The pieces of fabric, which have become 

frayed, torn, and patched by successive uses, become part of the fabric of the memory of 

these lives of the present or of the past.  

While sewing, as well as the materials, are a feature of what is traditionally considered 

women's work, it also acts as a reminder that the home surroundings are the preserve of 

women in Saharan society. ln this place, fabrics are a medium steeped in history and 

questions of identity that express, through the KRM's recompositions, the fragile resistance 

of a tribal society in the face of time, galloping modernisation, extinction and oblivion. They 

deconstruct so that each element is made intelligible and reassemble using sewing thread 

that has been dispersed over time. The result is an entirely different construct "patching" 

together pieces of the past, which have been stretched thin. ln doing so, we are forced to 

take a fresh look at this projected surface that is almost entirely free of Western influences, 

without figurative representation and without writing or signs.  

Similarly, it can be viewed in two ways, an abstract way in which each person can recreate 

images, territories, or geographical maps, male shapes, and veiled women, or a more 

tangible, tactile way. A reality that we would like to touch with our fingers to feel the patina 

of time. The wear and the fragility of a fabric resembles the hide of an animal with its coarse 

scars, blisters, wrinkles, and lifelines, along with its running stitched seams that are more or 

less loose, like the wanderings of a nomad. ln places, you couId feel and even hear a slight 

rustling, made by the bags of flour used for thermal insulation. Each piece of fabric has 

scalloped trims that stiffens the assembly and prevents fraying. This border, which forms a 

picture frame, also manifests the artists' desire to transform the everyday object into a work 

of art, ready to be put on display. Similarly, some walls are fitted with angular hooks in 

Tamarix wood, which plays an important role in popular Berber culture as a food and 

medicine for their herds.  

The use of fabrics as the only medium requires different techniques. Cutting and sewing 

replace the act of painting, with the more time-consuming tasks of collecting, unstitching, 

cleaning, serialising, and reassembling according to the material, the form, pattern, colour, 

or even the state of wear and patching of the fabrics. The new experience of the 

disappearance of the figure to be replaced by a patchwork organisation of colours and 

forms, associated with a mode and a space that belongs to oriental imagery or to other non-

Western cultures, is based on tribal domestic craftsmanship, or even shamanic craftsmanship 

like the Molas of the Native American Kunas or tlingit blankets of Alaska. The repetition of 

the surfaces is done in a movement that seems to have neither beginning nor end. Given 

this organisation deprived of a centre, the eye cannai look at it in the same way as the wall, 



the draughtboard, or an oriental rug. ln this almost abstract space, only the signature and 

the stray dog remain intelligible.  

Going further than the coincidence of the locations and textiles which, despite being 

separated by more than a century, links the styles and practices which as different as those 

of Matisse and KRM, we can wonder what these experiences have in common or not. An 

alternative: Beyond the coincidence of the locations and textiles which, despite being 

separated by more than a century, links the styles and practices as different as those 

between Matisse and KRM; one can ask what these experiences have or have not in 

common.  

Munich and the 1906 exhibition of lslamic art was for Matisse - as it was for other modern 

artists – the revelation or confirmation of an intuitive and expressionist creativity and the 

source of some radical transformations in art. It was also an indication of the industrial and 

colonialist utopia and of a decline in humanist values, due partly to the individual's inability 

ta grasp the changes brought about by technology and science.  

For KRM, Berlin represents the affirmation of their approach based on the movement of the 

hand and contemporary tribal practices. Today, while our view of these practices, common 

to many artists, from Dubuffet to Baselitz, Penck or Basquiat, has changed; they remain 

symptomatic of the end of utopia, of a fear of the future and of violence against the 

establishment. Disconnected from primitive society, tribal art is often defined in terms of the 

appropriation or assimilation by Western artistic practices. KRM, on the contrary, brings new 

lite to cultural fragments by an imaginative restructuring process that does not reject its 

origins.  

The correspondence between the textiles and the Maghreb links Matisse and KRM, resulting 

in comparable solutions in visual art: flat effects without any sense of depth, disintegration, 

or absence of the figure in favour of coloured surfaces, removal of the central element in 

favour of details, leading to a gaze that is dispersed by the repetition of the pattern. 

However, while "the revelation came tram the east" according to Matisse, il is through the 

use of fabric that this is achieved. For KRM, il is linked to the chance discovery of the desert 

and its people.  

"Paint like a weaver or dyer" and "draw with scissors" by pinning the patterns to the canvas 

in order to experiment with several combinations in the composition, contributing to a 

common process. However, for Matisse, the latter is linked to pictorial representation, 

"painting without any provision for the future, painting for the sake of painting, the pure act 

of painting", said Maurice Denis. For KRM, the textile medium and its processes are part of 

a completely different approach which, while inextricably linked with its environment, 

remains attached ta something human.  

The textile artwork escapes any attempt, all classification and the artists who choose it do so 

for many reasons. Matisse approaches a "wall-icity" in order to widen "the window to the 

world" offered by the painting and the limits of pictorial academicism. KRM's textile-only 



mural artwork remains a performance that makes no distinction between the action and the 

work. 

"lt's not the same temporality," says Cherif Zerdoumi, and the goals are different;  

finally, what links Matisse and KRM is perhaps this disruptive aspect that is inherent in their 

approaches, i.e., the capacity to take risks in the name of creative freedom. Berlin is perhaps 

the revelation that the wall is not composed of a single indivisible piece, with a single 

constituent part and material and that its message can only be understood bit by bit. Tarfaya 

is certainly the confirmation that the wall is a dotted line linking people, between the shared 

and individual history, between the singular and the collective, the anonymous and the 

identified, the visible and what is not or no longer visible.  
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