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Changing currents: 
Industrialising water and 
hydrosocial experiences in 
nineteenth-century Berlin

Water remains chaos until a creative story interprets its seeming  
equivocation as being the quivering ambiguity of life.

				              		       —Ivan Illich

Water is in everything, and waters are many. Water fills metaphors, rivers, 
oceans, policy papers, and books alike. Despite the proliferation of discourses on 
water and the extensive research conducted across disciplines, the topic of water 
remains ambiguous. As the philosopher Ivan Illich observed, “water is a shifting 
mirror. What it says reflects the fashions of the age; what it seems to reveal and 
betray hides the stuff that lies beneath.”1 Geographer Jamie Linton adds another 
layer to this discourse by emphasising the often-overlooked bio-physical nature 
of water in favour of its social dynamics. Linton’s concept of the “social nature” 
of water posits that every significant instance of water is imbued with human 
ideas, meanings, values, and potentials.2 This paper delves into the evolving 
social nature of water and its effects on urban spaces, focusing particularly on 
Berlin in the nineteenth century—a period of profound transformation in urban 
water environments due to industrialisation and urban growth.

In the nineteenth century, Berlin experienced a significant shift in its socio-nat-
ural relations and urban water environments. Industrial production and the 
capitalist political economy demanded new uses and volumes of water, thus 
conceptualising water as an industrial resource. Water, which had always been 
integral to city-building, faced unprecedented demands that necessitated 
the creation of large-scale infrastructures and a reorganisation of water man-
agement as a facet of urban governance. Flowing rivers were engineered for 
efficiency, embodying what historian Eva Jakobsson describes as the “indus-
trialization of rivers,”3 a process that commodified water flows for industrial 
purposes. Jakobsson’s framework is useful in exploring how the concept of “mod-
ern water” emerged in tandem with industrial and urban processes. Expanding 
this concept to the “industrialization of water” allows for a comprehensive un-
derstanding of the multifaceted effects of industrialisation on various bodies of 
water, such as rivers, canals, and new water infrastructures.

This paper examines the emergence of “modern water” and how this abstrac-
tion facilitated the industrialisation of urban waters. These industrialised 
waters, in turn, transformed urban spaces and societies, giving rise to new urban 
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“hydrosocial” experiences. The term “hydrosocial” encapsulates the complex 
interplay between water and social forces, highlighting their mutual constitu-
tion rather than treating them as separate entities.4 Nineteenth-century Berlin 
serves as a lens to illuminate how the social nature of water and its associated 
meanings evolved alongside urban development and industrialisation process-
es. The focus is on the river Spree, particularly its eastern stretch known as the 
Oberspree, which by the late nineteenth century had become both an industrial 
hub and a site for urban leisure and recreation centred around water. Anchored 
in long-standing fishing traditions and increasingly integrated through railway 
connections, the Oberspree emerged as a key site of Berlin’s hydrosocial transfor-
mation—home to the city’s industrial core, its first waterworks, and a burgeoning 
culture of water-based sports and recreation.

Modern water and its industrialisation

Water was conceived as “a clear liquid, without colour or taste”5 by nine-
teenth-century Western thought. For centuries, the understanding of water was 
not that of a homogeneous chemical entity; instead, it encompassed a multiplic-
ity of forms—“waters”—each characterised by unique local traits and cultural 
meanings. For example, Roman aqueducts, emblematic of imperial power, trans-
ported waters from diverse sources across vast distances, yet they were referred 
to “in terms of the different waters they carried, not in terms of the structures that 
carried them.”6 Similarly, springs and wells were often imbued with sacred sig-
nificance, reflecting the cultural and spiritual beliefs of their communities. Thus, 
“premodern” waters were articulated in the plural, signifying their heterogeneity 
shaped by geographical, cultural, and spiritual contexts, as Linton argues.7

Social conflicts about the management or control of these waters—particularly re-
garding access rights and the construction of distribution networks—had always 
existed. In this context, reframing the social natures of waters to assert owner-
ship has historically served as a means to consolidate power and accumulate 
capital. The commodification of water, therefore, was not a modern invention. 
As such, the discursive shift from “holy waters” to “mineral springs” in six-
teenth-century Europe was initiated by spring owners who began to compete in 
a growing market for an increasing number of paying clients.8 As the eighteenth 
century progressed, the scientific examination of water intensified, leading to 
drastic changes in its valorisation. Chemists began to articulate water in terms of 
an H2O molecule, while hydrologists produced diagrams that depicted its circula-
tory nature. Waters were intellectually abstracted from their cultural contexts to 
become one: waters became water, a deterritorialised, dematerialised chemical 
substance that Linton calls “modern water.”9 This epistemological reconception 
of waters into water enabled the perception of a seemingly homogeneous re-
source, and, as such, took part in intellectual efforts to separate the natural and 
the social worlds.10

However, the emergence of modern water was not solely a product of sci-
entification; it was also intertwined with the processes of urbanisation and 
industrialisation. As architect and geographer Maria Kaika notes, these 
transformations were characterised by practices of “domestication and com-
modification.”11 In the nineteenth century, rapid industrial production and 
urban growth imposed new demands on water, which helped to create the 
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idea of water as a resource that could be “industrialized.” While water had long 
been a fundamental element in the formation of cities, the scale of demand 
generated by industrialisation was unprecedented, necessitating large-scale in-
frastructure and a reorganisation of water management within the framework of 
urban governance. Rivers, once natural entities, were altered and subordinated 
to principles of efficiency.

Eva Jakobsson captures this transformation in her concept of the “industrializa-
tion of rivers,”12 describing it as the process by which river flows were commodified 
for economic gain. Although Jakobsson’s analysis focuses primarily on the hydro-
power developments in Sweden—highlighting extensive infrastructures such as 
dams—her framework is useful for examining the broader implications of indus-
trialisation on water. Expanding the concept of the “industrialization of rivers” 
to encompass the “industrialization of water” allows for a more comprehensive 
understanding of how various water bodies—rivers, lakes, canals, fountains, and 
infrastructures—were affected by these transformative processes. This expanded 
perspective elucidates the multifaceted effects of industrialisation, revealing how 
water, once seen as a diverse resource, became increasingly homogenised and in-
strumentalised within the growing urban landscape.13

Nineteenth-century Berlin and its industrialising river

In nineteenth-century Berlin, the city’s slowly meandering rivers could not be 
exploited for large-scale hydropower projects. Yet, they had long served other 
economic functions already. The Spree and Havel rivers integrated Berlin into a 
trans-European trade network, linking the city to the Baltic Sea through the river 
Oder and Stettin to the east, and to the North Sea via the river Elbe and Hamburg 
to the west. For a short period of time, Berlin even became a member of the 
Binnenhanse, the Hanse network.14 As industrial production and trade networks 
expanded, Berlin’s role as a hub for ship traffic and commerce grew significantly, 
leading to the industrialisation of its rivers, particularly the Spree.

With Berlin becoming the capital of the German Empire in 1871, industrial pro-
duction along the Spree’s shores surged. By 1901, forty-two industrial production 
sites had settled on the shores of the Oberspree, the eastern segment of the riv-
er.15 Industrial settlements were favoured in the east to reduce air pollution, since 
the prevailing winds came from the west. Furthermore, the region’s existing in-
frastructure, affordable land, and low population density made it an attractive 
location for the textile, chemical, metal, and electrical industries.

As a consequence, the lands in front of the Stralauer Tor were turned into con-
struction sites for the growing metropolis. The Stralau peninsula, with its long 
shoreline, became home to various factories, such as breweries, shipyards, a 
bottle factory, a palm kernel- and carbon disulfide industry, and a carpet man-
ufacturer.16 This carpet manufacturing business was part of the growing textile 
industry which had settled along the Oberspree and employed around 400 
workers in the production processes of washing, dyeing, spinning, and reeling 
raw wool.17 Thus, the river provided for the livelihood of industrial workers. The 
processes of dyeing and washing required substantial volumes of water, neces-
sitating high-quality, clean water sourced directly from the Spree. However, the 
residual wastewater was heavily polluted when discharged back into the river, 
exacerbating environmental degradation.
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Historically, the Spree had functioned as a sewage outlet for centuries, but the 
increased volume and intensity of industrial waste significantly strained the 
aquatic ecosystem.18 Besides the devastating effects of water pollution, the lives 
of fish were increasingly disturbed by the ship traffic, making it impossible for 
fish to spawn.19 Thus, only a few fish survived the Spree’s industrialisation, and 
their gradual extinction reciprocally affected human lives on Stralau’s shores. 
For centuries, Stralau had been a fishers’ village whose livelihood was built 
on the Spree’s nourishing water as a habitat of freshwater fish, such as pike, 
tench, zander, catfish, bass, carp, bleak, and eel.20 The annual festival, Stralauer 
Fischzug, expressed the close relation between Stralauers, the Oberspree, and the 
fish, celebrating the villagers’ fishing tradition.21 As fish populations dwindled, 
professional fishing ceased to exist too.22 Industrial water pollution, however, also 
became a public health concern. Berliners bathed in the Spree’s numerous river 
baths, many of which were located downstream of Stralau and its industries and 
thus exposed to wastewater flows. Similarly vulnerable to water pollution was 
Berlin’s drinking water supply, which was until 1892 provided by the city’s first 
waterworks built right next to the Oberbaumbrücke, close to Stralau’s industries.23

By 1901, municipal authorities initiated annual chemical analyses of the waste-
water from the industrial plants to monitor the effects of industrial production 
on the river.24 This regular chemical analysis was part of an increasing regulation 
of the Spree’s waters, which intensified from the 1890s onwards and also includ-
ed the adjustment of the riverbed. Due to increasing ship traffic, the width and 
depth of the river’s bed was broadened to accommodate bigger ships and their 
voluminous hulls.25

Water as a governance tool

Berlin’s industrialisation of water also entailed the construction of new water-
ways. These were planned not only as industrial transportation routes but also 
as means to structure urban growth. In the early nineteenth century, Prussian 
architect and superintendent of public works Karl Friedrich Schinkel devised 
plans to regulate Berlin’s urban development through the design of the city’s wa-
terways. After travelling to England in 1826 to study its industrial and residential 
architecture, Schinkel was determined to prevent Prussia’s capital from growing 
as “disorganized.”26 He imagined that with the help of its waters, Berlin could be 
put in order, kept clean and ventilated, preconceiving the idea of modern water.

In the mid-nineteenth century, landscape architect Peter Joseph Lenné con-
tinued Schinkel’s trajectory but concentrated his plans for Berlin on the 
building of new canals. In less than fifteen years, Landwehrkanal (1845–50), 
Luisenstädtischer Kanal (1848–52) (Fig. 1), and Spandauer Schifffahrtskanal 
(1848–59) were constructed, each designed with different intentions. While the 
Landwehrkanal was perceived as a way to bring building materials such as bricks 
into the city, the design of the Luisenstädtischer Kanal followed primarily aes-
thetic and not functional principles, which rather hindered than enabled ship 
traffic.27 The Spandauer Schifffahrtskanal was built to connect industrial produc-
tion sites and adhered to economic principles. Decades later, the Teltowkanal 
(1900–06) was designed in a similar vein as a circumvention route of the in-
ner city, relieving the Spree and the Havel from ship traffic. The mentioned 
canals were only some of the major construction projects in Berlin’s inner city; 
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Fig. 1 Luisenstädtischer Kanal 
(1926): Engelbecken (Angels’ 
Basin) [Landesarchiv Berlin, F Rep. 
290 (09) Nr. II925 / Foto: k. A. / 
übernommener Bestand]

in addition, one-way canals were built to provide access to industrial areas, and 
other canal projects in the region expanded the infrastructural water network. 
Thus, the industrialisation of Berlin’s waters took on many forms, and interests 
in reconceiving waters as modern water were manifold.

These canal projects were emblematic of the “engineering era” which, as Kaika 
notes, “heralded a new relationship between human beings and nature” that 
reconfigured waters and societies “for the benefit of capitalist expansion.”28 As 
preconceived by Schinkel, the design of waterways and new water infrastructures 
was increasingly employed as a governance strategy to create a spatial and social 
order in the urban sphere. In nineteenth-century cities, deteriorating living con-
ditions and recurring outbreaks of infectious disease “posed a complicated set of 
dilemmas for the scope and effectiveness of modern government,”29 according 
to geographer and urbanist Matthew Gandy. As a reaction, public health policies 
were implemented that built on the reconfiguration of urban water flows to en-
force sanitation and hygiene measures. The introduction of water infrastructures 
relegated polluted waters as causes of illnesses to sewer systems, while freshwa-
ter was separately piped to clean both urbanites and urban spaces. These water 
infrastructures relied on the idea of modern water as a clean and homogeneous 
liquid that could be employed to erase smells, dirt, and dust and thereby also reg-
ulate social lives.30

Berlin, however, lagged behind cities like Paris and London in separating and 
manipulating water flows. While those cities had established water supply net-
works for decades, Berlin’s mid-nineteenth-century demand for both raw and 
drinking water was still covered by various fountains on private and public 
grounds.31 Water access was dispersed across urban spaces and the quality of the 
pumped waters varied accordingly, depending on the grounds they were being 
extracted from. 
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Many houses have their own wells and every 200 steps you can find such 
wells in all streets [. . .] The quality of this water is very different. In some 
areas it is pure, bright, fresh and tasteless. The water from the fountains 
in the castle courtyards, for example, is of excellent quality. In others, it is 
hard, yellowish, and has an unpleasantly pungent taste that comes from the 
ground where the wells are dug.32

This excerpt from Johann Formey’s Versuch einer medicinischen Topographie 
von Berlin published in 1796 demonstrates an astonishing sensitivity to the city’s 
diverse waters. It also highlights that the access to ‘good’ water depended on 
class and socio-economic affluence, as the best water quality was registered in 
the “courtyards of castles.”

Thus, before the implementation of centralised water infrastructure, people 
were attuned to the idea of different waters and had gained knowledge of Berlin’s 
varying water qualities, relating to Linton’s idea of premodern waters. Social rela-
tions with water were influenced by class, yet remained intimate and somewhat 
self-determined. Urban residents devised their own water management solutions 
such as backyard tanks for rainwater collection and gas-fuelled water towers in 
residential attics.33 As agents of their water, it was therefore not the people which 
demanded a change in urban water management. Instead, governing authorities 
saw an opportunity to establish urban order.34

In the nineteenth century, the police had been assigned the responsibility to 
monitor and govern Berlin’s streets and squares. This included the management 
of public fountains as well as street cleaning and firefighting responsibilities. It 
was the authoritarian police commissioner Karl von Hinckeldey who implement-
ed Berlin’s first centralised water supply system: the regulation of urban waters 
aimed to establish social order and secure political power.35 The primary goal of 
the city’s first water supply system was not to ensure access to clean water for 
residents, but to solve curbstone cleaning issues by eliminating excrements from 
public spaces. Berlin’s first water supply system therefore aimed at establishing 
the city’s hygiene, and not the hygiene of citizens, and was, in fact, a precursor 
to the later introduced sewage system.36 After decades of discussions and sever-
al proposals for a sewage system, Berlin’s magistrate appointed urban planner 
James Hobrecht to develop a new sewage plan in 1869.37 The immense growth 
in population and urban density made it seem urgent to eliminate pollution of 
urban waters in order to combat diseases and establish hygiene. Hobrecht had 
already left a distinctive mark on Berlin’s development with his 1862 Extension 
Plan for Berlin, which became the main regulative framework for the city’s future 
growth. Now, he was to bring order to the city’s water flows. Hobrecht’s approach 
to Berlin’s sewage system was novel in that he introduced the so-called “radial 
system,” which proposed draining the city’s wastewater onto fields outside of the 
urban area—fields that were also used as fruit plantations: wastewater thus be-
came a nourishing liquid.38

Gendered spaces for water interaction

Earlier in the nineteenth century, Berlin’s water infrastructure was built on the 
idea of modern water as a homogeneous cleansing liquid. This led to the creation 
of urban spaces that further manifested this imagination. Invisible to the pub-
lic eye, new underground pipe networks now linked neighbourhoods, unifying 
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the city as a cohesive force for city administration.39 Waterworks, like Berlin’s 
first plant built along Stralau’s Oberspree, pumped and purified water to supply 
the growing city (Fig. 2). Sociologist Elisabeth Heidenreich refers to these infra-
structures as “technical flowing spaces” to emphasise their spatiality, defining 
them as a synthesis of nature and “modern everyday life.”40 To access these con-
trolled “flowing spaces,” new “spaces of transition,” such as bathrooms, emerged. 
These spaces redefined the relationship between public and private spheres, 
impacting social roles and domestic dynamics. Public fountains, formerly sites 

Fig. 2 Waterworks in Alt-
Stralau, Stralauer Chaussee 
/ Warschauerstraße (1888) 
[Landesarchiv Berlin, F Rep. 290-09-
01 Nr. 61-5077 / Foto: k. A.]

of communal water access, were succeeded by new private “wet rooms”41 within 
homes, shifting the responsibilities and experiences of water interaction.

In a gendered reallocation of responsibilities, household water management, 
traditionally seen as women’s work, became confined to the bourgeois home’s in-
terior, as Kaika notes.42 Meanwhile, the industrialised water flows feeding these 
wet rooms were public and controlled by male engineers and municipal admin-
istrators. Thus, water management responsibilities were separated according to 
the contemporary logic of gender characteristics:43 The economisation of public 
water flows was the responsibility of ‘rational’ men, whereas women ‘passively 
received water from the tap within the home. Anthropologist Veronica Strang 
concludes that women were the first to be “disenfranchised from the control of 
water,”44 as men took over water’s technical and administrative aspects.

Indeed, water had “always been perceived as the feminine element of nature,”45 as 
Illich underlines. Fluidity and wetness were understood as physical characteristics 
not only of water but also of female bodies. Thus, water flows undergirded gen-
dered and sexualised imaginations. Philosopher Astrida Neimanis points out that 
the inherent wetness of female bodies and their capacity to gestate life in “intrau-
terine space” remains withdrawn from male control.46 Therefore, she sees in female 
bodies a nexus of notions of fluidity and power. Transferring this idea to an urban 
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scale, strategies to control and contain water flows as part of the industrialisation 
of water were related to strategies of managing and disciplining biologically and 
figuratively fluid feminine bodies.47 Moreover, in the nineteenth century, physis 
and morals were understood to be inherently related, which helped to proliferate 
ideas of untamed water flows as a morally bad influence, according to sociologist 
Susanne Frank. Disorderly urban spaces reflected characteristics of the open sea as 
an uncontrollable and endless water body. And the sea was in turn a symbol for the 
devouring and destructive aspects of female sexuality.48

In contrast, designed and controlled urban water flows such as fountains sym-
bolised the successful taming of wild female natures. Designed by male planners 
and engineers, such controlling strategies expressed the nineteenth-century 
bourgeois male angst of urban disorder. Frank contends that these urban wa-
ter-control measures reflected a deeper anxiety within the nineteenth-century 
bourgeois male psyche, triggered by the city’s growth and transformation.49 The 
demolition of city walls to accommodate expansion symbolised not only physi-
cal but also social disintegration; boundaries that once defined and maintained a 
male-centric social order were eroding. These (symbolic) ruins became a ground 
for the bourgeoisie to cultivate their unease and anxiety about the industrialising 
city, with its growing working-class neighbourhoods, raging epidemics, decaying 
morals, and eroding bourgeois gender roles.

The crisis of the modern city, therefore, was a gender crisis.50 Yet, it was as much 
a class conflict and a struggle to deal with the fluidity of urban natures, which 
played out in domesticating and disciplining urban waters and human natures 
alike. The underlying fear that men dominating nature could suddenly shift to 
nature dominating men informed both strategies of taming urban waters and 
female bodies.51 Fluids and mushy substances, such as swamps, marshes, mud, 
or slime, and their capacities to absorb and swallow everything without a trace 
were feared by the militaristic Prussian morale, according to sociologist Klaus 
Theweleit. In congruence with Neimanis, Theweleit sees a relation between 
this fear of fluids and wetness to the masculine (military) disgust of women.52 
Thus, the containment of water flows into hidden infrastructural spaces and the 
industrialisation of water as a means to exploit and control urban water, both re-
configured the urban sphere and manifested social imaginaries.

This spatial reallocation of water access and interaction thereby affected and re-
affirmed gender roles as well as bodily ideals. Illich points out that water, now 
flowing through pipes directly into the home, also became central to new ide-
als of domestic intimacy and privacy: “Water became that stuff that circulates 
through indoor plumbing, and the nude became the symbol of a new fantasy 
of sexual intimacy defined by the newly created domestic sphere.”53 From foun-
tains to pipes, from backyard water collection to simply turning on the tap—new 
urban water infrastructures altered everyday lives tremendously. And they did 
not do so equally for all, not only in terms of gender. While water access had po-
tentially become as “easy and simple as turning a tap inside the private space 
of one’s home,”54 it remained unevenly distributed. High costs of plumbing and 
construction required capital and socio-economic affluence; only wealthier 
households could afford these amenities. Thus, water access at the turn of the 
twentieth century was limited to middle-class households.55 Nevertheless, indus-
trialised water and its new infrastructures influenced everyday interactions with 
water not just in the bourgeois home.
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New urban hydrosocial experiences

As water management was no longer dependent on collective labour but in-
stead a task for the hydrological engineers of the hidden “flowing spaces,” shared 
knowledge about different water qualities was increasingly lost. Yet, it can also 
be argued that as water infrastructures now provided for everyday needs of 
water, urbanites were freed from a purely functional relation to water access. 
Instead, they were able to discover new interactions and aspects of urban wa-
ters, inventing new “hydrosocial” experiences. When environmental historian 
Stéphane Castonguay widens Jakobsson’s idea of the “industrialization of water” 
to encapsulate the “formation of an economic system based on the integration of 
different industrial systems,” he explicitly includes recreational activities, such 
as swimming, rowing, or sailing, that were linked to the “industrialization of wa-
ter.”56 These new hydrosocial activities emerged in tandem with industrialisation 
and reconfigured urban spaces and water landscapes.

Thus, the transformation of the river Spree extended beyond its waters and aquat-
ic life; it altered the river’s atmosphere and social dynamics. Industrialisation 
redefined work schedules and traffic patterns, influencing the temporal rhythms 
of urban life as well as the river’s physiognomy. A newspaper article from 1896 
noted that the Spree now had a “weekday and a Sunday-physiognomy”:

Berlin is a busy city, and on weekdays one therefore rarely sees a pleasure 
boat on the water; [. . .] hardly a few hours of the night are left in which the 
appallingly tuned steam whistles of the tugboats do not frighten the resi-
dents out of their sleep. The water idyll on the Spree is over. The weekday 
physiognomy of the river is decidedly prosaic [. . .] and the rowers’ boathous-
es are closed. The situation is different on Sundays and holidays, when the 
Spree shows a festive physiognomy early in the morning. Rowers and sailors 
hurry upstream with their flagged boats, and steamers with music lead com-
panies to locales of the Upper Spree.57

The river’s atmosphere changed depending on the day of the week. On weekdays, 
the Spree appeared “decidedly prosaic,” populated by ship traffic which supplied 
Berlin and filled the atmosphere with particles and noise of steam pipes, leaving 
only a “few hours of the night” to the riverine inhabitants. Thus, Otto Hellmann 
talks of the “noisy age of technology” to which the “idyllic fishing village” Stralau 
surrendered, having become a “factory village” instead.58 The morphology and 
the soundscape of the city changed in unison. Yet, it was also this clocked-in 
rhythm of production processes and working hours which created spare time 
for leisure and new ways of engaging with the urban water landscape. Thus, 
on weekends, the Spree showed “a cheerful physiognomy” already early in the 
morning, when rowers and sailors “hurried in their boats upstream.”59

August Trinius humorously noted in 1885 that a “Sportbacillus”60 had spread 
among Berlin’s population, and it had “infected” the river and its shores, trans-
forming Stralau into a centre for water sports. The area had already been a 
popular destination for Berliners seeking respite from urban life on summer 
weekends.61 Here, the village’s century-old fishing tradition, which had estab-
lished a close (social) relation to the surrounding waters, might have helped to 
quickly integrate the Oberspree into this growing leisurely environment. As ur-
ban growth eventually consolidated infrastructural connections, the peninsula 
became accessible for an increasingly diverse public, and on weekends people 
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from all social classes came to seek rest from Berlin’s densifying and loud urban 
environment.62

The industrialisation of the Spree, therefore, took on many forms, which impact-
ed not only the river, its water, and environment but also the lives within as well 
as ashore. Industrial processes extracted water, produced wastewater, polluted 
aquatic environments, and created increasing ship traffic, disrupting the river’s 
ecological balance. Conversely, these same industrial processes facilitated the 
discovery of the river as a public space, enhancing living conditions and creating 
opportunities for leisure on and along the water. Moreover, infrastructures such 
as waterworks provided for everyday needs of water, creating opportunities to 
engage with water beyond purely utilitarian concerns. In that sense the Spree not 
only had become a “weekday and a weekend physiognomy,” but instead many 
different faces, according to the diversifying uses and perceptions of its water.

The intellectual abstraction of waters into modern water had imagined water as 
a homogeneous liquid that could be industrialised. This industrialisation of wa-
ter took on multiple forms and reconfigured both city spaces and urban societies 
in complex ways. One consequence was that urbanites were freed from a pure-
ly functional, individual relation to water. Open waters were newly discovered 
as spaces of leisure and rest, transforming Berlin’s rivers into public spaces—
yet ones still shaped by power relations. As such, Berlin’s rivers and canals also 
became sites of social negotiation, where ideas about gender and class were ar-
ticulated and contested. Built by male engineers, various water infrastructures 
helped (re)affirm dominant gender roles and class privileges. Yet, while these 
power relations continued to shape industrialised urban water flows, water itself 
remained fluid, blurring boundaries as well as social norms. Contradictions were 
inherent. The Oberspree, one of the most polluted river segments, simultane-
ously served as a leisure playground for the bourgeoisie, who rowed and sailed 
on this part of the river. Still, as a flowing river, the Spree could not be entirely 

Fig. 3 Zenners Gartenrestaurant 
[Fedor Zobeltitz, Berlin und die Mark 
Brandenburg (Verlag von Velhagen 
und Klasing, 1902), 75]
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controlled or governed. In the late nineteenth century, for example, female work-
ers rowed alongside upper-class men on the Oberspree—disrupting the social 
order inscribed onto the city’s waterscape.63 Attending to such contradictory 
microhistories reveals the shifting currents of urban water flows—currents that 
continue to shape the city today.
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