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Background
In many European cities, underpasses provide vital 
connections between for example two squares or 
transportation hubs and city centers.  
These underpasses in general are at best not very 
pleasant to walk through and in the worst case these 
are a no-go area for people as they feel unsafe, 
especially at night. Lighting alone is not the magic tool 
that can restore a feeling of safety. A broader 
perspective is needed on the dynamics in that area. 
However, good lighting can have a significant impact. 
It can provide an almost magical effect during 
nighttime when for example combined with art.

The “Lebendige Stadt” (lively city) project’s main aim 
was to increase the security feelings of inhabitants 
using these underpasses. It makes these areas more 
livable while at the same time saving energy and cost.  
Dark railway underpasses are barren places, 
sometimes located in deprived areas. The “Lebendige 
Stadt” Foundation has initiated an illumination 
program to revitalize these public places. So far,  
31 railway underpasses in 24 German cities were 
permanently and artistically illuminated: Aachen, 
Berlin, Bottrop, Cologne, Gütersloh, Hagen, Hamburg, 
Hamm, Hannover, Helmstedt, Herne, Hiddenhausen, 
Karlsruhe, Leipzig, Moers, Offenbach, Osnabrück, 
Schönebeck, Schwerte, Singen, Soest, Velbert, 
Weimar and Witten. 
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The railway underpass of the Marzellenstrasse really shines 
with the new lighting. Only now the historical cast-iron structure 
of the underpass unfolds giving it an urban spatial effect.” 

Jürgen Roters, Mayor of City of Cologne

The Project
The biggest challenges in this project were often the 
lack of basic knowledge and financial resources within 
staff of the municipalities. The illumination project 
consisted of three phases: In the course of the first 
phase, the Foundation initiated the artistic 
illumination of Sternschanzen-brücke in the Hamburg 
district of Altona. In the second phase in 2011, 
the Foundation documented all stages of the pilot 
project in a hands-on manual and provided the 
knowledge gained to the planning offices of all 
German cities as a guideline for their own permanent 
illumination. In the third phase, the Foundation made 
an offer to all cities in Germany to fund the realization 
of permanent underpass illumination following the 
Altona model.
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Cologne, Marzellenstraße, before illumination

Cologne, Marzellenstraße, after illumination Gütersloh, Lindenstraße, after illumination

Gütersloh, Lindenstraße, before illumination



Benefits
The areas are enhanced, the urban separation which 
is manifested in the underpass is overcome, the sense 
of safety of the citizens is increased, and the use of 
the latest lighting technology reduced the energy 
consumption and the energy costs at the same time. 
The project does not only constitute a cultural and 
artistic component, but it also contributes 
considerably to a sustainable and resource-friendly 
handling of energy and funds.

Many cities used the illumination of underpasses as a 
starting point for further measures to increase its 
attractiveness: Thus, the brickwork of the underpasses 
were cleaned or refurbished, the public lighting in the 
surrounding areas of the underpass was modernized, 
disturbing advertising spaces were removed, and new 
bicycle parking spaces were built.
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