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A twofold terminological apparition has been stalking in
the life of Bulgarian society for the last decade. This
same apparition is constantly present at the debates
organized by the Visual seminar project as well. Being a
symptom both of the opening and democratization of
this society, and of its attempts to cope with the increas-
ing dynamics of the country’s integration into a globaliz-
ing world, this apparition is a terminological, conceptual-
ly substantive and linguistic problem. The pair of English
words in question is “public” and “private”, terms that
have become part of contemporary life, and yet neither
of them seems to have been allocated an adequate ren-
dition in Bulgarian. Probably the whole range of ideas
and practices that we try to cover when using this pair is
still a “hot area” of self-reflection that is more or less
cognitively realised in our society. Probably we have not
reached the required minimum of experience and exper-
tise that will afford the formation of a stable consensus
on the use of the terms. Probably our society is going
through a process, among many other processes, of
exploring its own thresholds of tolerance or, more pre-
cisely, of the boundaries between the above two
spheres in the life of the individual and the community.
Discussing all these issues is what the forthcoming
Visual seminar debate aims at.
Previous debates in the context of the Visual seminar
have shown that the use of “public” often refers to either
“state-owned” or “urban”, but rarely to “communal” espe-
cially when used with regard to the city. At the same
time, there is serious hesitation about “private” - does it
mean “privately owned” or “personal”? By the way, in
Bulgarian as well as in other Slavonic languages there is
no exact equivalent of the English word “privacy” imply-
ing, for example, the right to a certain inviolability of the
person, a sense of personal space in terms of one’s life
and property. But this is a problem of a different order.
The range of issues that we put forward for this debate
are: Where does the boundary of tolerance lie? What is
acceptable and what is unacceptable within “communal”
space from the point of view of “private” interest, and
vice versa? Where does the boundary lie between the
communal and the private, or between the public and
the personal? How is it defined and by whom? What are
the conditions of “entry” when crossing this boundary?
The risks and challenges? The sanctions? The regula-
tion? Are these possible, from what kind of positions and
with what mandate? 
Of course, the Visual seminar project focuses mostly on
the city and on the life of the community of city-dwellers
in it. However, this is not its only focal point. Through
advertising and billboards the private interest emerges
on the square only to encounter another private interest
that has the right to react. Recently, the “public” interest,
however manipulated it might be to fit the purposes of
the entertainment industry, entered the “personal”

sphere of 12 “volunteers” for fame...  But what would
happen if the Big Brother reality show was transmitted
not only through cable television to the TV at home, but
also to a giant screen above Slaveykov square? And
what would happen if several families living on the
ground floor in Rakovsky street decided to put a camera
in each bedroom and to transmit the signal to a monitor
placed on the window overlooking the street? Is public
space in the city everything that is subject to selling and
buying? Or is it the space where an individual finds him-
self or herself not because of their personal choice but
because by necessity he or she is part of a human com-
munity? Does this necessity grant the right - and the
obligation - to have a personal opinion, to express it, to
act in order to defend it?
As moderator of this debate I would identify three types
of actions and positions that have taken place and have
registered with the public in whatever way, or have been
formulated during the working process of the Visual
Seminar. It’s impossible to describe these in detail here;
still for the sake of clarity I will formulate them as fol-
lows.   
à) visual anarcho-pacifism - public space in Sofia pro-
vides an environment for an aggressive clash of person-
al interests, which life and time will lead to a state of
self-regulation (the statement of Javor Gardev during the
VS debate in October 2003; my action “Stefan’s
Brigade”, 2003). Another term here could be “visual pop-
ulism” or even “visual realism”.
á) visual machismo - until this sphere is regulated power
acts will be undertaken to defend the interest of the
community from the position of a personal point of view,
whose self-appointed appropriation of power is possible
but problematic (the authoritarian action Gen. Borisov
vs. Azis). Although forming such set of regulations is a
problem that is intricate and even impossible to resolve,
there is still an alternative - “visual activism”, which
upholds that visual politics in public space is a result of
debate, fights and political pressure.
c) visual legalism - the law stands above everything and
even if there are no special clauses concerning this
sphere (and these may never come into being), extrapo-
lation is necessary so that the legal provisions in the
existing legislation, including the constitution of the
country, can be applied in order to guarantee the equali-
ty of private interests in public space (Alexander
Kiossev’s commentary “Hexameter and Admonition”,
Sega Daily, 09.10.2004; on the Gen. Borisov vs. Azis
case; Pavel Popov’s commentary on the “Citizens for
Green Sofia” initiative, Kultura Weekly, 22.10.2004).  
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There is a two-way process of mutual impact between contemporary art and the city life. Artists
often use it to analyze how the modern man lives, what is the visual background surrounding
him, how different political or aesthetic views determine his everyday life. 
However, in Bulgaria the feedback which helps the artist's ideas to reach the public and find
their place in a two-way discussion is seriously impaired. 
The lack of a full-fledged system of public interest in contemporary art, of respected institutions,
and more specifically of the lack of a Bulgarian Museum of Contemporary Art, make the connec-
tion between art and the city (the environment and the public) almost impossible to establish.
It is true that the museum is a way of looking at things, that the museum gaze suggests dis-
tance, sends the object in to infinite eternity. However, can we have a look through the museum
window, even if protected and using another media, if there is no such museum in our reality? 
The project will comprise a simulation of the opening of a Museum of Contemporary Art as a
site and vision. It will be the basis for analysing how a Museum of Contemporary Art would
function in Bulgaria and, furthermore, I hope it will once more draw the interest of the public to
the lack of such a museum.
I suggest two objects as a starting point for my project - the actual building of the Poduyane rail-
way station and the virtual facade and visual communication of a future Bulgarian Museum of
Contemporary Art. 
At the same time, I hope it will draw interest to a historical building in Sofia - the Poduyane rail-
way station, which will soon be closed down as a station and will lose its initial function to
remain just an envelope which needs to be filled in again.
The Poduyane station is the first railway station in Sofia and a symbol of modern Bulgaria. The
station as a point of contact, as opening to the
world (this was the stop of the Orient Express
in Bulgaria). 
What is its significance today? How are the
buildings that lose their initial function and role
used today? These are some of the questions
which will be raised by an imaginary Museum
of Contemporary Art replacing the station. 
The museum is the Noah's Ark, which should
select everything of value from every species
endangered in the flood of city chaos.
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Museums have no windows. I mean, museums are usually housed in buildings without windows.
Even if they do have windows, these windows are either closed or blinded, either nontransparent
or dark. That is how museums best re-create closed vacuum space, an artificial spatial frame-
work where by means of communicative and interpretative tools, certain topoi, situations, and
narratives are staged. Museums don’t need windows. Because a window is an opening through
which the other, the real world may peep in, an aperture through which reality may rush in and
water down the density of the simulated museum environment. How is one then to see the city
through the “window” of the museum? Of course, it is not necessary to place the city inside the
museum – there are also so-called “museum towns”. Then the museumness goes out on the
street, enmeshes it like a spider-web, and entraps the whole city in a time capsule. And just like
a spider, the museum drains off the life of the town’s body.
But the modern museum is not at all going after such an effect. The modern museum has win-
dows. The modern museum rolls up its blinds, opens all the windows and all the doors wide up,
in order to provide the visitor with an open platform for gazing, for better viewing, for experiencing
what he is seeing, for being part of what is happening. Thus the modern museum equips the visi-
tor with various gazing tools and prostheses to use at his own discretion, so that finally to figure
out by himself the mosaic of what he is gazing upon.
This project aims to take the museumness out of its cover, take it out on in the city, though with-
out converting the city into a museum. An already classical approach to this end is to create cul-
tural heritage trails accompanied by interpretative panels, linked through a common thematic
thread, and in a certain sense substituting the traditional tour-guide. This approach itself, howev-
er, is an equally artificial intervention into the urban tissue. No matter how esthetically pleasing
the panels are, or how thematically fascinating the selected information presented is, such trails
are often times doomed to be rather short-lived.
Based on the decentralized museum experience model (the museum as a “gateway” similar to
the virtual city portals in Internet), as well as on the urban heritage trails model, this project will
create a cultural heritage trail focused on interpreting the urban history and culture of Sofia, fol-
lowing already established routes of the public transport in Sofia. The pilot project will develop
the thematic content and design of the interpretative panels that are to be installed at the bus
stops of a single public transport route – the route of bus 76. Why bus 76? Well, it is one of the
relatively old and familiar bus lines in Sofia (launched in 1972, “seven-six” has already become a
common noun for the frequent public transport commuters in Sofia) and it crosses the city far

and wide – starting from one of the
outlying residential districts
(Mladost IV), running through the
center of the city (Eagles’ Bridge,
National Palace of Culture), and
reaching another outlying district –
the Gotse Deltchev district (former
Emil Markov District).
This heritage trail is meant most of
all for the residents of Sofia, not so
much for the tourists, although the
latter could benefit from it as well.
The main objective is to awaken
the curiosity of Sofianites about the
history of their own city, their own
residential district, their own bus
stop, about the city prehistory as
much about its newest history. The
interpretative panels will combine

scientific and popular information by mixing oral stories, historical sources, photographic materi-
als, various interpretations and re-writings of urban history, even jokes and yellow press articles.
The panels will not be focused only on the past, they will also reflect upon events of the day,
such as stories of neighbors and citizens, ongoing urban construction, neighborhood news, infra-
structure improvements, changes in the names of streets, etc. The themes covered by the trail
will be very diverse, encompassing culture, architecture, history, politics, sports, industrial her-
itage, folklore, every day life, etc.

The interpretative panels will be installed on the bus stops, thus mak-
ing use of city infrastructure already in place, i.e. there will be no
need to make new interventions in the visual landscape of the city.
Besides, a good number of people anyway hang out at the bus stops
for a couple of minutes at least every day, waiting for the bus, which
in fact solves (or at least simplifies) the problem faced by most urban
heritage trails, namely that people very seldom if ever stop by to look
at such information panels. One further remark, these panels are not
meant to be “eternal”, their life expectancy is intended to be half a
year at the most, and in the best case scenario – three months, or
one season of the year, then the content of the panels will be
renewed.
The project thus throws a provocation to the museum experience of
the city – it is an attempt to decentralize the museum gaze upon the
city, an attempt to shorten the distance that the museum introduces,
an attempt to open the windows of the museum which eventually
happen to be our own windows.

1 In analogy to the Historic Route 66 in the U.S.
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Luchezar Boyadjiev (artist):
Welcome and good day to all! Welcome
especially to Christiane Mennicke,
Director of Kunsthaus Dresden and the
colleagues from her group with whom we
have established partnership within the
Visual Seminar. Welcome to our new pub-
lic debate, which is dedicated to the
theme “Communal and Private (and/or
public and personal)”. I would like to
remind you that the debate is part of the
“Forum for Visual Culture” module of the
project and it deals with the visual envi-
ronment of Sofia as a life environment
that we are subjecting to critique and
analysis. 
I trust you have all had the chance to see
the brochure that we prepared for this
debate. There are some viewpoints
defined there concerning the theme of
today’s debate. These are not the only
possible positions, however we defined
those provisionally during the preparation
for the debate. I would like to point out
that as a moderator I am sitting here on
behalf of the Visual Seminar. However,
what I will be saying is in no way an
expression of the consensual opinion of
all active members of the seminar. The
same concerns the positions defined in
the brochure. These are the product of
intensive talks with Ivaylo Ditchev mostly.
But I am solely responsible for the verbal
terms and I hope for criticism on that.  
I will be giving the floor to Alexander
Kiossev and Ivaylo Ditchev who have
clearly defined stands on the theme; to
Georgi Lozanov for a critical overview on
the positions from the brochure; to
Architect Pavel Popov in connection to
the “Citizens for Green Sofia” initiative
that is an example for both activism and
legalism; as well as to Iskra Dandolova
along similar lines. I will present the posi-
tion termed “visual anarcho-pacifism”.
Javor Gardev presented the same posi-
tion during the debate from October 2003.
It is published in the second newsletter of
the Visual Seminar.
These are the positions: visual anarcho-
pacifism, visual machismo, and visual
legalism. There are of course more normal
words to describe them - one might say
“populism” or even “realism” instead of
“anarcho-pacifism”; “activism” instead of
“machismo”; and instead of “legalism”…
well, I am not sure. Now I have to give the
floor to our speakers. 

Iskra Dandolova (architect and urban soci-
ologist):  Because we’re talking about archi-
tecture, and Sunny Beach was the specific
example, I would like to mention there is a
discussion under way in the Architects Union
on the Black Sea coast, and development
methods from a visual, market or any other
perspective. We were mentioning what kind
of architecture signs the so called altered
environment along the coast is already trans-
mitting. The coast is beginning to look like a
city. The issue was raised whether a tradition
exists, is there anything like a national image
or not, is that a regional image or a global
image we’re talking about, i.e. what is the
degree to which globalization wades into
those features. And a very hot discussion
was triggered off on the issue. What we were
talking about indeed was the morphology of
architectural forms and signs dispatching
messages towards us, the spectators. This is
something definitely fascinating as a process
while at the same time one gets the whiff of a
serious theory showing the cultural selectivity
of everyone who watches space. Since, as it
turns out, someone sees one thing and
another sees something else within one and
the same space. It is saturated with a multi-
tude of forms or signs, and one way or anoth-
er we capture those visuals signs, we take
them in, however we build up an attitude
towards them in a different way.
I will recount for you a chat a recently had
with a Brazilian lady who told me: I am a cul-
tural immigrant in Paris. I, says the Brazilian,
have my Brazilian citizenship but am unable
to find an adequate dialogue in my native
country while from a cultural viewpoint Paris
is the city with which I am able to converse
and have a dialogue the way I’d like to.
I for one took a liking for this definition: being

a cultural immigrant, finding the ambience
you belong to. If we try and translate such a
definition, how do we feel in the middle of
Sunny Beach then? I’m talking about this
since the very development of Sunny Beach’s
visual image is rather interesting. It really
kicked off as a national architecture. Within
fifteen years however we managed to obliter-
ate a concept or the lives of a whole genera-
tion of Bulgarian architects who had been
through sleepless nights over something
gone extinct today.
Something I would like to point out is the city
is a very complex space indeed. Because it is
a blend made not only of the two poles - the
public and the private - it is also a blend of
their halfway versions which are blends in
their turn. There is nothing like purely public
and purely private. While we are within the
physical we ought to construe what is around
us as an opportunity for various groups and
communities to communicate. That is to say,
even at home we are in a community, with
the only exception of the single household.
However the moment a partner steps in and
you have to exchange with any other, two or
three, household members, then your private
space is not quite as private anymore.
Walking out of our flat or our house we step
onto the staircase landing, an element of the
condominium already, of the housing property
- and we already have to communicate in a
different way. There is a second community
here, the one of those living in this building.
We walk out of it and we nip down another
housing community and so on till we cover
the whole urban space. I feel the ingredients
of the public and the private are awfully inter-
twined and their proportions vary widely, and
reading out this morphology will make a
whole lot of difference to the conclusions we
make.

Georgi Lozanov (philosopher, media
expert): My contribution will surely suffer
three drawbacks. The first one is I haven’t
attended this seminar before. It is evident that
the roles and the passions have already been
shared out here. Even though they could just
as well be predicted. The second drawback
is, I believe what is expected here is a stern
and ironic attitude towards the city environ-
ment - the way it naturally occurs. I however
I’m not stern and ironic towards the surround-
ings and won’t therefore be able to change
into this kind of attitude. I do not expect the
urban environment to be subject to certain
specific standards, never mind a visual one. It
is my opinion that as long as this is a place
for standards at all, it is the place for very lax
standards. Someone come on in and inject
some very severe standards… Even if this
should occur as an outcome of a provisional
hard contract among various interests, I
believe it will be destructive. I know that
across the Mediterranean little towns, when
more guests come over, they spread the
tables out on the pavement, and even out in
the streets and the cars have a hard time
snaking through - should this be banned out
of existence? It sounds like flying in the face
of any regulations. So shall they have it
banned? I’m really fond of sitting by such
tables. Hence, should the thrust of this work-
shop be to come up with rock-solid norms
and have them applied, then my opinion will
be flawed by definition. And I’ll knock it off

anyway. Or the infamous glazed balconies -
one of the scariest scourges, with all the
architects getting so evil on them. Yet are
those glazed balconies as bad as all that?
Somebody has reclaimed another two or
three square meters into their own life.
Therefore, from an aesthetic standard point
of view, this should be a gross encroachment,
however the expanding life is beautiful in
itself. Hence, I think the glazed balcony -
botched up as it usually is - there is beauty to
be read into this. It is up to the way one per-
ceives it. Since a building has got a life. We
should speak about the life of buildings rather
than about buildings on their own.
This is the second drawback I see in my talk
here. It is the fact I’m professionally involved
with the media, and, indeed, this is where I
take my approaches and my facts. This is my
vantage point to look upon the city environ-
ment and the standards, these, as I said, lax
standards, and comment the three proposed
types of urban behavior.
Let me tell you right away I fancy the first and
third, and I believe they fit into one another. I
get the feeling that the urban environment,
the visual environment is getting increasingly
mediatic. Ever since post-modernity architec-
ture becomes more fictional, more articulate,
more narrative, more informing of a whole lot
of stuff. Boiko Kadinov is very fond of talking
about Gary’s “Ginger and Fred” building in
Prague which is even adorned with two danc-
ing figures. Architecture grows into a visual
narrative of a certain jist. At the same time -
and this is a new trend - the time streaming
through the buildings transforms them into
peculiar historical narratives. And we lay on
all the gaudiness taken out to the streets
since post-communism has by all means
turned the streets into a space of much more
intensive living and showing; then we put on
top of this all office signboards and whatever
inscriptions; then we pile on the ads, etc. And
what we get is we become intensely informed
and entertained on a daily basis while walk-
ing through our city environment.
And there are two things which, to my mind,
make a difference. Complete access of all
interests to the environment. Opening up the
environment - let it burst open through the
stitches. No kind of Puritanism has any foun-
dation, I don’t believe. I can’t see either
someone having the legitimacy nor the rea-
sons for fixing a barrier. Plus another thing -
plurality. The more diverse, the more eclectic
it is - the more ethical it is. These, by me, are
the two primary ethical standards: the envi-
ronment bursting its stitches and everyone
having free access - i.e. everybody standing
next to everybody else to the hilt. These are
the sticks measuring the access to the medi-
um and the plurality of the medium. Because
the urban environments - this is a medium.
Coming to the end, let me say a few things
about the standards, for standards must exist
no matter how lax they might be. Any medi-
um (and the urban environment as well) suf-
fers something called a limited resource - it
would be impossible to have everything and
everyone published or making an appear-
ance. I don’t believe these standards should
be imposed either by the state or by the pub-
lic. The state will have to regulate the way to
have those standards established whereas
the public must apply civic pressure on the
state to have this taken care of. These stan-

dards however may only be adopted by the
guild elites, by the ruling elites in the areas
involved with the city ambience. I subscribe
to the view that inasmuch the environment
becomes mediatic, the media space
becomes a private space to the same
degree. And this is regulation and compatibili-
ty of private interests. And therefore repre-
sentatives from across the trades will have to
be capable of finding the consensus points of
these lax standards. It is another kettle of fish
that the guild mentality, the professional men-
tality in this country is finding it very hard to
transform itself into an ethical category. In
purely Biblical terms, so to speak, any profes-
sion is an ethic. This environment must bear
the ethics of the professions engaged with it
as far as these professions in Bulgaria do
have ethics.
I hope some irony was felt in what I spoke
about the glazed balconies. Everything you
perceive as ugly and get excited about, is
getting to me as well, as far as my taste
goes, and I get worked up every now and
then. However the question is - how do you
attain the beautiful image through standards?
And this is where my skepticism comes in.
What I believe is interventions backfire more
often than not. This is why I was attempting
to put forward an intense liberal-anarchic
viewpoint. Which probably means I met the
expectations.

Christiane Mennicke (curator): I was follow-
ing the discussion with an enormous interest
additionally beefed up by the fact I’m coming
from a city, Dresden, where the situation
stands just the other way round. This is a city
swamped by its past, drowned in its past.
This is why our thinking goes so far apart in
terms of regulations. Because in Dresden the
problem is the past and the modern times are
averse to one another, are unable to find a
common language. This specifically goes for

the city center, for the old town, this situation
proves critical for a number of people. On the
other hand, I share the concern about priva-
tizing urban space. Since conserving monu-
ments on the one hand, and privatisation, on
the other, crowd out one another, beyond any
doubt. Some time ago we had a project in
Dresden trying to get a grip on precisely
those issues - what could be done, should
anything be done at all? And we chose to rely
on the concept of heterogeneity since we are
against homogeneity - and seeing things from
this viewpoint is important. Oblivion was a
humongous problem for certain layers of
memory are being recollected and repro-
duced while others are not. The socialist past
is pushed away while making an attempt to
refer the city to a more distant past - 19th or
18th century.
Another interesting point is to tell apart vari-
ous types of privatisation. There is
MacDonald’s on the one hand, and the small
shops on the other. I find these small shops
with their company names rather quaint, and
their humor is remarkable. This is what
Dresden is short of, from the viewpoint of
Dresdeners. It is precisely this chaos you find
disturbing that we’re missing. There are cer-
tainly discussions in Germany about these
ads and inscriptions, and the issue is serious.
There should be some proportion to be kept,
indeed.

Orlin Spassov (expert on printed and 
visual media): A couple of days ago I met a
friend of mine coming from Germany at the
Sofia Airport. As you’re all aware there are
those sights on the way into the city. My
friend asked - what are the news in Sofia,
what does the city look like? Well, I said, it is
just the way you see it - it is all such a chaos,
I pointed towards those glassed-over bal-

Traditional definitions construe “public” as the shared and visible area of social exis-
tence which is beyond the scope of action of state institutions. In this area individual
members of society behave as citizens - in it they negotiate the way their interests fit
with the peaceful resolution of their conflicts, they state their opinions about the
actions of state, politicians and institutions. And all of this is articulated with regard
to the public weal of which citizens take care. What is seen as “private”, on the other
hand, is left to the will of the individual person, it is in the scope of his or her power
and interest, and invading it amounts to violating the right to be a private individual,
to have an intimate space of one’s own with which neither the state, nor society
interferes. 
Furthermore, in contemporary neo-liberal society, permeated with the presence of
the media as it is, another problem has emerged which is linked to the market and
the media (the latter being a kind of market itself). Post-socialist countries experi-
ence it for decades and it has had its rapid growth in developed western economies
as well - we witness the unprecedented invasion of public space by advertising. It is
ubiquitous, it seizes public territories, often aggressively and unscrupulously, and it
sometimes even wants to determine the look of the city we all live in. This poses
serious questions to civic existence. The important thing is not that advertisements
sometimes do not observe “communal norms” of decency; the point is that, as an
agent of the market, their visual voice does not represent or speak on behalf of the
public weal, but always involves a private, commercial interest.
On the other hand, to limit advertising is neither easy, nor, perhaps, desirable. This
would immediately generate even more serious political and moral problems since it
would be an act of limiting a free market and of censorship.
Where is the boundary, then, between the “transparency” – which is often intrusive -
of the media and advertising on the one hand, and on the other the ‘public’ as a
space governed by the norm of the public weal? How do we differentiate the two
spheres and is differentiation possible at all?
What is more, advertising and the lifestyle it promotes do not have qualms about
invading people’s private lives. The aggressive-seductive style does not observe
norms of intimacy and interferes with a space which is supposed to be protected and
personal.  Through the internet, television, leaflets in the letter-box, travelling sales-
people and what not, advertising is trying to colonize the space whose shape and
lifestyle every person has the right to determine himself or herself.
Clearly, this engenders a range of new urban, political, and moral challenges for all
citizens, and for Visual seminar as well. 
The visual and the juridical – the principal value that our reflections should take as
a starting point, is civil rights; they should be expanded so that they could refer to
some kind of regulation of the possible interventions in public and private spaces.
The visual environment has become so intense that it has turned into a part of the
living environment, and as its inhabitants we can lay claims to have some “visual-
ly-ecological” norms introduced. 

Alexander Kiossev
* Alexander Kiossev’s text “The Alphabets as an advertisement sight: Latin and Cyrillic adventures of
identity”, parts of which were presented at the debate, will be published in the “Interface Sofia” book.  
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conies, those peeling facades. His reaction
however threw me for a loop. He said: “You
know, it is terrific Sofia looks the way it does.
You don’t want it to look like Germany, do
you?” And he went on to explain it is exactly
the havoc, this peeling-off quality of Sofia that
gives it its character and its charm. And he
added something else: “What you need to do
is find a way to change while preserving all
this at the same time.” Further on into the
conversation he admitted that if there was
anything to sort out it was, he believed, the
home of the Sofia citizen he’d seen during
previous visits and found virtually awful,
rather than the outer looks of the city. I.e. the
serious problem lay within the city’s private
spaces rather than in its public ones that my
German friend found so fascinating and for-
mative.
By the way, I find all this reminiscent of
Ervine Welsh’s visit of two years ago in Sofia.
After a couple of evenings, having done
some crawling across Sofia’s joints, and hav-
ing met up with Bulgarian intellectuals and a
few young ladies, he went back to his native
land and only a few days later produced a
wonderful little recount of his Sofia experi-
ences. I’ll waste no time retelling it here, I will
only quote the closing sentence: “Sofia - my
type of place, up will come back”. If we trans-
form Sofia too much will we preserve the
chance that people come here and say, this
is my type of place, I’m coming back?

Milla Mineva (sociologist): I fancy a great
deal the anarchist visual stance. And I would
have fancied it even more if this were
Germany, if this were New York, if this were
some place with regulation. Because in such
places the anarchist stance is the heroics
stance. It would have rolled out radical pos-
turing in an attempt to overthrow the stan-
dard. As far as Bulgaria’s concerned, I
believe Luchezar Boyadjiev had a good rea-
son calling it “populist”, because this is what it
is - anything goes, in other words, this is the
way things are standing, and why we’re mak-
ing the effort to show them is less than clear.
Just so, we are relishing this, I don’t know,
museum artifact, the city as a museum arti-
fact: these are our visuals specifics, this is
simply the way they are. However, this is not
a position which carries any sort of gesture
along with it-. This is a refusal to gesticulate.
And this is why I’m having an issue with this
kind of attitude. And while Georgi Lozanov
was speaking I thought: advertising is effec-
tive only while transgressing certain norms; it
should therefore be ineffective in Bulgaria for
the lack of norms to transgress.

Ivaylo Ditchev (cultural antropology): We
have the right, duty and the responsibility of
making attempts to inhabit a cultural context
that somehow matches our attitudes. And the
cultural contexts indeed overlay one another,
various groups battling it out for supremacy,
negotiating, etc. Until not long ago these
issues were being presented from a multicul-
tural viewpoint, as a minority issue. However,
we are all minorities in the global world, there
is no majority in the world we live in nowa-
days. Bulgarians, Americans, Europeans -
everyone is a minority, and the issue increas-
es in gravity and importance. From now on,
we need to increasingly ponder on this. I will
knock it off here - these issues were already
raised and it became evident we basically
share one and the same opinion. That indeed
cultural rules may not be defined in advance,
that no one is entitled to devolving them from
above, that no laws can grasp cultural com-
plexity. One way or another the standards or
the laws trail some kind of pressure, some
kind of negotiation, some kind of political
struggle.
I wanted to take an issue with the last part of
this debate that started off here - Germany,
Bulgaria and so on. Unfortunately I haven’t
been to Dresden, but, say, in Berlin there are
a whole lot of places similar to some of ours
here. The stuff they have erected on
Potsdamer Platz for instance is very reminis-
cent of all those metal cubes, business paral-
lelepipeds or whatever they are. There is only
one difference - that they are put together in
one place. There is something similar in Paris
- another such city much to my liking. All

those buildings, most of them, have been
rounded up in La Defance. There used to be
another place in Berlin, and not sure if it still
exists, somewhere around or Oranien
Strasse to the north, there used to be some
deserted buildings around there not long ago,
full of squatting youths, actors, etc. And of
course, they didn’t take long to grow into a
tourist attraction, the way it was described
here. Some tourists, and I was one too,
swarm there straight off to take a look on
something filthy, something wild, unregulated,
etc. And I was full of joy, and I said to myself:
oh, why aren’t there such things in my own
country! And there are other things in Berlin,
e.g. the Reichstag, which are ceremonial, no
ads are allowed, it is all so serious, citizens
are being instilled with respect to certain insti-
tutions.
What is up here however? What I personally
object to in our city, and it is something I
blame primarily the city council for, it is that all
those kinds and types of spaces are mixed
up. It is all slowly and gradually blending into
an entangled mass, a brownish slimy some-
thing. The national assembly square is sup-
posed to be the hub of the Bulgarian nation
state. The parliament is the first and foremost
political institution. However, above and
beyond its building, way higher than the
national flag, etc. you can see a gigantic
Globul, Mobiltel captions and some other ads
of the same sort; right across from the parlia-
ment there is the Pigalle nightclub, wouldn’t
be more than 30m across from the entrance.
Why am I telling you all this?
I don’t mind this tourist way of seeing the
exoticism of the place. The problem however
is that we are residents here rather than
tourists. And we’re relatively modern folks
who are living not only here. In spiritual
terms, we are inhabiting other places as well.
And it is precisely in our capacity as this type
of modern world citizens that we are in need
of different spaces. We cannot live in one and
the same space everywhere around. The
modern type of mentality, of existence, the
modern self, I believe may only flourish
through distribution of space into various
spaces. I don’t mind Ilientsi - let there be
Ilientsi, let there be Perlovets, to name but a
few places in Sofia we are not getting rid of,
unfortunately, anytime soon. There is howev-
er this weird phenomenon of a spatial entropy
going on in Sofia, which is rather alarming.
And it is a consequence of a policy, which
people like us ought to stand up against. Not
because Sofia needs to become like Paris or
something else, to sort of escape from itself,
but it needs to meet our mentality to a small
degree at least, it needs to meet our way of
life. Because the modern human lives in vari-
ous spaces, it shouldn’t be one and the same
all over the place. There is something flying
in the face of the very anthropology of mod-
ern developments.
Citizenship is not something we are born
with - it is something to be gradually
acquired. We have learned how to vote - this
is the political side of citizenship; we have
learned how to stand up for our freedoms,
there was even a political party of freedoms
that emerged, we have long known how to
fight for our social rights. But there is this
other dimension of citizenship, the culture cit-
izenship. It implies our political commitment
to the context we inhabit, it implies our
demanding that this context meets the way
we understand the community we live in. We
here are a type of community which is some-
what different from the one inhabiting the
Ilientsi market. I’m not against the latter kind
of culture, in no way do I regard it as inferior,
yet we somehow need to find a way to nego-
tiate our cohabitation, to thrash out a space
having room for both of us.

Dimitar Kambourov (theory of literature):
What matters to me is the thinking about
Sofia’s visual situation through the way
Sofia looks in the context of the beer
European - European rather than world -
capitals. I start thinking about, as most peo-
ple here do, the moment a foreigner arrives.
We somehow never thought before about
this city as something to be visually per-
ceived, as a sight. Sofia is not a tourist city,
it hasn’t been conceived as one, it hasn’t

been made into one, it has never worked as
one. Sofia is a nocturnal rather than a diur-
nal city. It is apparently attractive more as a
provider of some kind of living rather than
as a sight. Therefore it appears to me that
all this passion triggered by the idea of
injecting some regulation into it, is coming
too late. This city has a different face, a dif-
ferent air. It is, so to speak, some sort of
south Balkan, south Mediterranean and
Balkan type of free initiative, of imagination
and creation performed by the individual
human being in his/her newly-gotten free-
dom. I am therefore inclined to think the
only chance this city has of getting a face is
this multitude of private undertakings. Its
facelessness is its face. Or is incessant
ability to alter this facelessness through pil-
ing new things on top of one another. Unlike
Dichev, I don’t believe they form a slime or
a mess. To me, the idea here is the coexis-
tence of all things incompatible. 

Boyan Manchev (theory of literature): I
believe we ought to make a very important
link to the issue of capital from our previ-
ous discussion. I emphatically disagree
with Georgi Lozanov, I’m sorry he left, and
I fancy I. Dichev’s stance. What Lozanov
said was jolly good as a theoretical con-
struction. There is however an acute dis-
crepancy in it, which is a matter of refer-

ence: it has no reference to the urban
environment of Sophia. Claiming that this
urban environment is somehow entertain-
ing, that there is some sort of liberty in it,
is a huge misstatement. While we talk
about seeking certain norms, I think we fail
to notice something of vital importance,
and that is the visual environment we cur-
rently inhabit is strongly restrictive. It is too
restrictive precisely in the sense Dichev
referred to. This is an outspokenly homo-
geneous, exclusivist environment. That is
to say it is an environment imposing cruel
role models. These models are translated
into images, the images of violence. These
are images exercising their effect through
violence. Sofia’s visual environment, to my
mind, sublimates type of social tensions
bordering violence. And this is where I
believe the connection with capital lies.
This environment is not mediatic because
it is subverted in a cruel way by market
mechanisms. This is the breeding ground
of a radical, liberal, half-criminal capital-
ism. And in this sense it is precisely this
kind of capitalism dominating the images
we live among, it overimposes a certain
type of homogeneous exclusivist, I reiter-
ate, images matching a stifling urban
space. This visual environment creates a
space bursting its stitches, to borrow
Lozanov’s expression, yet by bursting its
stitches it deteriorates the living environ-
ment of the city. Just think about it, this
being a city where huge jeeps are rolling
about driven by huge people, where every-
thing keeps growing bigger and bigger,
where the buildings keep expanding,
where the pram with the baby in it cannot
go through along the pavement: this is not
aesthetic visual violence, this already is
physical violence. I emphasize this once
again, we shouldn’t only think about the
aesthetic dimensions but about the capital
as well standing behind this “medium”. It
seems to me what matters is how we
might virtually translate our critical lan-
guage, critical insights into a tool for social
action.

Pavel Popov (architect): Until October last
year I was a city councilor, so I haven’t been
one for a while now. However, on behalf of
some civil associations we’re carrying out
something like a monitoring of the way three
council commissions work, and I usually go
once a week to such a commission. So it
was the city planning and housing policy
commission that last week was discussing
issues to do with two ordinances. One is for
the movable facilities and the advertise-
ments. Both are obsolete, life has passed
them by. And if from this seminar and from
circles like yours no decent proposals are put
forward, the councilors will make the ordi-
nances on their own. There have been three
versions of ordinances so far, all three very
lousy and very scary, and they will not be
getting any better unless the public says,
“None of this anymore, let the people who
know how to do it make the ordinances, and

you will be the ones to act on them”.
I am keeping a watchful eye on the seminar, I
take to the initiative in a friendly and encour-
aging way, yet I believe it is too superficial.
This seminar should have been able to spell
out a whole lot of interesting and useful
things, and provided a portion of these inter-
esting and useful things reach the ears of
those governing us, this will be a good thing
to happen. For the moment however both the
14-strong city planning and housing policy
commission of the council and your communi-
ty here have encapsulated yourselves - you
have nothing to do with one another. And
myself, by trying to be at both places, am able
to see that people able to fill the gap, to make
the link, are missing the most. This stuff you’re
discussing here is rather intelligent and in a
good style, it is also entertaining in a way, but
it stands no chance of catching any root with
the council, of being understood, appreciated
or used one way or another. And this is a terri-
ble setback for your seminar as much as it is
a terrible setback for the councilors.

Iara Boubnova (curator): I would like to
remind everyone here that the topic we put up
for discussion was “public and private”, with
various smaller headlines like “public and per-
sonal”. The issue I am having with this discus-
sion starts with us saying public and mostly
meaning someone else’s, not ours. Most often
this means belonging to the state or to the city
council. Public space is to be regulated by
some people we very rarely have anything to
do with. The architect P. Popov here has just
defined us as a third kind: there are coun-
cilors, there is civil society and there is us
here. I’m afraid we here belong to the citizens
just as much as Mr. Popov belongs to the
councilors even though he left them. I would
like to say a few words about the logic of pub-
lic and private blending into one another since
there is only one fact receiving comments
here, and related to the way private space
masquerading as public interferes with the
logic of advertising. There was a reason
behind the moderator’s showing the project of
the Austrian group Gelatin we had invited to

the Visual Seminar as a specific counterpoint.
We wanted to have them over because in var-
ious parts of the world they had managed to
provoke and set off various scandals related
to public and private space, discussions relat-
ing to the market, the price of art, etc. So I
was hoping their action, their popping up in
public space would trigger some sort of dis-
cussion at least. They chose to do a very
strange performance - a highly unusual
appearance not only for Sofia: almost in the
nude, painted in colours, they did yoga poses
in the middle of a Sofia square. I would like to
own up to the fact a police van went past their
action a couple of times, with two policemen
inside curiously looking on who obviously
came to the conclusion that the way those
weird people were behaving in public space
was subject to no regulatory system because
there is no such system. We obviously have
no law banning half-naked people from
colouring themselves and doing yoga in the
middle of a Sofia square. Such a piece of leg-
islation has not been written yet.
One of the delights of this chaotic space we’re
living through is that there is virtually no such
thing as an impossible appearance in an
urban environment. Everything perceived as a
provocation and triggering scandals and has-
sle in those regulated societies - we keep
metaphorically calling them “western” - leads
to no reaction in our own public space.
Everything subject to regulation in those so

called western societies (since they can be
eastern just as well) triggers scandals and
hassle down here, and I’d say whingeing of
the civil society itself about its role not being
visible, about it being unable to interfere,
about it not knowing this or that. This comes
to the convenience of those organising art
actions. And it is somewhat disappointing for
the artists themselves, for instance one of the
gelatins told me he was terribly disappointed
Bulgaria is not as different as he’d imagined. It
is a peculiar situation: for some of our guests
we are the charm of the past as well as the
joy of this immediate freedom of city-dwelling,
however the artists engaged in combat with
the normalization and regulation find here no
public space. Neither restrictive nor friendly -
no space at all.
The other issue I’m having with the admirable
lecture delivered by Mr. Popov - this incredible
passion of each one of us to privatize public
space and to believe it should be exactly the
way I personally find fitting while looking at
myself in the mirror. And here I see this kind
of public space highlights how slim I am while
the other kind markedly does not. There is
nothing like public space. We bumped into the
issue that public and private in Bulgarian lan-
guage cannot be translated but only interpret-
ed. This was the topic of discussion for me,
and interpretation was what we were hearing
in various versions here.
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A two-day workshop titled “Strategies of becoming public. From urban theory to urban
practice” was held on October 30-31st 2004 in Sofia. Visual Seminar project was under
the title “Methodo-graphy of becoming public”. Iara Boubnova, Alexander Kiossev, Maria
Vassileva, Luchezar Boyadjiev as well as the VS fellows Krassimir Terziev, the X-tendo
group, Milla Mineva, Svetla Kazalarska, Ivan Moudov and Javor Gardev took part.
Christiane Mennicke, Director of Kunsthaus Dresden, spoke about various public space
projects in Germany and more specifically about the project “Postplatz” in Dresden. Andre
Decker and Geert van de Camp, from the Foundation Observatorium artists’ group from
Rotterdam presented their work for “Postplatz” as well as other projects. The presentations
were followed by discussions. The workshop was attended by young artists, art critics,
sociologists, cultorologists and philosophers, as well as by intellectuals who are interested
in the Visual Seminar agenda.     
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On December 15, 2004 in Hall 1 of the
Sofia Municipal Council the Visual Seminar
was presented in front of two committees of
the Municipality. Officially the representa-
tives of the Visual Seminar were invited by
the Chairwoman of the Standing Committee
for Local Self-governing and Normative
Order and by the Chairman of the Standing
Committee for Civil Rights, Claims and
Complaints. Iara Boubnova and Alexander
Kiossev (along with Orlin Spassov - mem-
ber of the VS Experts Board, Svetla
kazalarska, the last fellow-theorist and
Kalin Serapionov who documented the
event) made a 30-minutes long presenta-
tion with visual materials, in which our sug-
gestions for regulations were included,
some real images from Sofia and some
manipulated by Luchezar Boyadjiev “possi-
bilities”. They were talking about the mod-
ernist cultural heritage, monuments free of
advertisement, transparency and competi-
tions for public sculpture commissions, etc.
The main message was the role of civil
society and NGOs in the decision making
process.


