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Various descriptions of Linz make great play of the city’s transformation from a ”city of 

steel“ to one of “culture“. The transformation would seem practically complete, yet the 

relevance and consequences of these two different designations are rarely discussed. 

There is a long history behind the ”city of steel” moniker. Linz has always been an 

industrial city, even at the time of the first stirrings of the industrial revolution and before 

that, when metal working etc. was still in the hands of craftsmen; many of those 

craftsmen were resident in Linz. Cities like Vienna, Salzburg and Prague, which had 

established themselves as university cities and important cultural centres, with the artists 

and creative minds, the audiences and patrons that are part and parcel of this status, 

produced ”high culture“ on a grand scale. In Linz on the other hand the need for and the 

production of the fare of high culture remained fairly limited for a long time. 

 

However, in a place where there is next to nothing, there is room for things to develop. 

 

I arrived in Linz in the mid-1980s. Having immediately got a job as a waitress in a bar 

frequented by students, artists etc., I was impressed at the ease with which people in 

Linz connected. For example, someone sitting at the bar would come up with an idea for 

some sort of event and the person sitting next to them would chip in and suggest a 

suitable venue. Making contacts, getting to know other people and tapping into their 

resources seemed to be much easier in Linz than in Innsbruck, where I had studied. 

Conversely, the cinematic fare on offer in a city without liberal arts university departments 

was, at best, pathetic in comparison to Innsbruck. Some entertainment was provided, 

however, in the form of ventures vaguely inspired by notions of experimental or 

alternative art. 

 

At that time, Linz had no reputation to defend. The city was regarded as a case study in 

environmental pollution and poor air quality, and ”art“ was almost irrelevant in that 

context. Much has changed in the past twenty years. The air quality has significantly 

improved and many people, along with me, have grown older. Some of the art students 

now teach at the city’s Art University. And because of the successful image change, the 

city does now have a reputation to defend. 

 

”Freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose…“ Perhaps the old Janis Joplin song 

merely reflects a fatalistic cliché, and maybe the fact that these words now cross my 

mind is only evidence of sloppy sentimentality on my part. However, I cannot help feeling 

that the representative ideas of culture that have meanwhile established themselves in 

Linz give rise to expectations that are restrictive and that foster new demarcations. I also 

believe that the city’s relaunch and the makeover of its image would not have been 

possible without the freedom that the absence of these kinds of ideas allowed. 
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It is as if those active in the areas of art and culture had to enter into another round of 

negotiations with the genies that have been let out of their bottles: in order to keep open 

spaces really open. 

 

Aileen Derieg lives in Linz and is a translator. 


