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Abstract. The research article is exploring through a comparative analysis young people’s form of 
participation in cultural space. The  framework of the research is in the context of  the city of Varna, Bulgaria. 
The methodology of the research includes desk research, interviews and a comparative analysis.  Its main 
scope is to differentiate the sense of belonging through elaboration of young people’s diverse activities of 
participation. The concept of turning space into place is arguing how young people can reclaim through 
cultural activities a sense of belonging. The review of the diverse forms of youth participation in modern 
forms of culture and expression  provides novelty concepts on the role of youth people in preserving cultural 
heritage. Moreover, the research findings  are  providing practical implications on better inclusiveness of the 
youth cultural spaces into the belonging to the  site specific communities – neighborhood/area.      
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1. Introduction 

In a city where many aspects of our life are shaped by economic interests and forces , the culture 
nevertheless can play a vital role in fostering collective participation. Moreover, youth people through forms of 
culture and inclusion can reclaim a sense of belonging in shaping cities, neighborhoods and surroundings. The 
latter is essential in shaping culture and art policies and to overcome elitization of it towards young people. In 
contrast to the easy access to the mass culture by young people especially from marginalized communities, the 
practices towards social change require active participation and give perspectives for the involved groups of 
recreation, networking and engagement in societies. Considering that in a city the key role of culture is in 
shaping societies and social change practices in its broad term is a starting hypothesis of this research. 
Throughout its forms citizens are being involved not just as participants but as re-creators of processes and 
events and re-established strong ties within networks and communities and enriching the commons. 

 
 
2. Implementation 

The research brings the theme of youth culture practices and places in choosing three site specific 
alternative places and initiatives. “ReBonkers” is placed in a former historical settlement from Ottoman times 
turned into an alternative cultural center. “HALE 3” is a re-created center for alternative cultural practices, non-
formal education and skateboard activities, which is located in the former Poligrafiya building. The 
“Emergence” art fest was organized by an informal group of youth whose passion is the  re-development of art 
practices within the city of Varna, Bulgaria. All of these initiatives and places either created within the past years 
or recently are redistributing private resources and using fundraising, re-shaping civic society energy and using 
the potential of the new technologies for reaching people for the co-creation process. Following a framework 
(Wisniewska, 2015) in a prescriptive sequence the study is diversifying culture with people as action and 
commons, as inclusion and a social glue. Three case studies provide practices that give glimpses of proactive 
behavior in setting a scene for co-creation and re-development of public places, in providing space for alternative 
forms of culture for/by youth people, which suggest resilient ways of cultural practices with people. 
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Culture as action and commons 

Daily we use the word culture so often not just for referring to Art, but it is becoming a language for 
describing reality, for exploring historical heritage and neighborhood surroundings. For most of the countries in 
transition in Southeast Europe after the 90s culture and art entered public space not just as a decoration , but as a 
commentary and reflection and through this opened a dialogue about that space in a historical perspective. 
“ReBonkers” is a newly established place for alternative culture  in Varna, which was open to the public 2 years 
ago.  The space is distinguished by unusual architecture and acoustics – a tunnel-like round stone building with a 
natural green roof.  

 
Figure 1.  Outside facade and main entrance  of '"ReBonkers" (2023) 

Source: Own photo 
 

 
 In the 90s, the Bonkers club, which was among the first scenes for alternative music in Bulgaria, was 

housed there. Key to the development of bands such as Rag Dolls, Babyface Clan, Pyromania, Big Mama 
Scandal, Slang, etc. At the beginning of the millennium, the "bunker" fell into disrepair and turned into an 
overgrown abode of homeless people. The transformation of “ReBonkers” from a historical place to a space for 
culture  started in 2016 and was adhered by collective and organized  efforts of the NGOs -  “Varna Youth 
Capital 2017’’ and “Talyana’’ association, which is  engaged  for its refinement since 2017.  
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Figure 2. “ReBonkers” Indoor eastern side (2023) 
Source: Own photo 

 
Through innovation and art, the association “Talyana” helps preserve  the architectural heritage of the city 

and meets the public with new and different forms of cultural practices. Enormous amounts of work and 
commitment have been done by the organizations throughout the journey of carefully protecting the tangible 
heritage and the collective transformation into place, which was  based on new embodied knowledge. 
Throughout the numerous reviewed interviews of the members of the organizations in local newspapers and 
media (Barbov, 2022) it is evident that the challenge process of restoring the place  which is highlighted requires 
participatory tools and models of governance. Abide this participation  entails a number of paradoxes when 
applying academic knowledge  that need to be carefully considered through the prism of the commons.  

Participation is not  just an act  but, in the process, also matters the reciprocity of the action in the local 
context. In that case among the learning lessons for the organizations involved are that  the collective 
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intelligence enables  the community to create some kind of togetherness, to be flexible  and a sense of belonging 
when dealing with institutions.  

The  stage for contemporary art in Varna – the “ReBonkers” space, opened its doors less than 2 years ago, 
but in its short experience it has already held more than 100 events with the participation of 342 artists from 
Varna, Bulgaria and the world. During my exploratory site tour, I saw the latest exhibition “Postcards and 
contraband” by Nikola Stoyanov and Aaron Roth, curated by Hristo Kaloyanov. The exhibition is the result of a 
study of the official archive of the "Combating Drugs Trafficking" Directorate of the "Customs" Agency in the 
period 1975 – 1985. 

Figure 3. “ReBonkers” main entrance indoor -  on the left side - poster of the exhibition “Postcards and 
contraband” (2023)  
Source: Own photo 

 
It shows official notes, photographs, negatives, references and report notes. which mark part of the 

routine of the customs case, but also the diplomatic image that the services must maintain before the 
international community, explains the curator Hristo Kaloyanov. “ReBonkers” program of activities is 
multidisciplinary and includes contemporary theatre and dance, film, experimental music, literature and 
discussion of social issues, but a major focus is  on contemporary visual art. 
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Figure 4. “ReBonkers” Exhibition  “Postcards and contraband”, installation (2023) 
Source: Own photo 

 
This year the building of ‘’ReBonkers’’ turns 200 years -old and is actually the oldest fully preserved 

building in the summer  capital of Bulgaria- Varna. Back in 1823, the stone building was built by the Ottoman 
authorities as a storehouse for gunpowder. Many call it the bunker.  During the Crimean war (1853 - 1856) when 
Varna was the most important city of the western coast of the Black sea, and turned into an important   strategic 
center of the military operations the bunker was used as “gunpowder burial’’.  Close to “ReBonkers” still now 
can be found remains of the fortification from the Ottoman times of Varna called “Kadar Baba tabia’’.  
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Figure 5.  Remnants of the former Varna fortress of Kadar Baba Tabia. - Regional Library “Pencho  

Slaveikov’’, Varna, Bulgaria - CC0. (no date). 
Source: https://www.europeana.eu/item/2058609/object_PSRL_5412476?lang=en. 

 
Referring to past  and present for some reasons in school is usually being taught in glorious events about 

world history, while little space is left for our community, our neighborhood. Moreover, our community 
belonging knowledge is predominantly narrated through heroic struggles. “ReBonkers’’ turned a historical place 
into a space for  alternative cultural events through systematic work with institutions in the municipality of 
Varna and Bulgaria. Being situated  in a very mixed and central neighborhood with a long history is a great 
advantage for its coexistence. However, in order for its full potential  and position in the neighborhood and the 
involvement of the community to be more intensive it needs more collaborative actions. This could as well make 
the culture we need more in touch with people, with them together. Envisaging more visitors could  be planned 
activities with the nearby community for revolving its past through oral history in various visual or site-specific 
activities.   

   
●  Culture as inclusion  

 In recent years we  are living in  massive digitalization, and the changing of communication channels, 
which  create new forms of expression   between culture and audience. To a certain point a new phenomenon is 
arising when  culture is perceived as doing something with  the audience. This process of creation by doing is 
very common within the non - formal educational models of learning by doing.  As  it is confirmed ’’This is 
where the practice of cultural activists meets that of social activists’’ (Wisniewska, 2015, p. 15). Working 
together,  collaboration is more important within the common process of recreation rather than on an individual 
basis. That is the case of the alternative space  “HALE 3’’ (Home, 2017)  for youth culture,  board games, a 
kitchen and a library  which is housed in the former  Poligrafiya building in Varna. However, the functioning of 
the alternative place was threatened by the owners of the building who in 2020 decided to increase its rent. Thus 
created a large support by the youth people across Varna and Bulgaria, through a  presented petition “ Support 
the Alternative Space Association and the HALE 3 project!”, 2020). Like that  they were seeking support in the 
negotiations  held.  “HALE 3”  is formed by three spaces uniting people in the common idea of freedom, 
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independence and creativity. Since its creation  in 2015 the main mission of the organization called “Alternative 
space’’  is to keep as they say “Varna awake and  active’’.  In an area of 700 m2, it is in the center of the city and 
stretches  in three halls and a city terrace. The first hall is a constantly changing street-ramp track for extreme 
sports and lessons. The second hall is for audio-visual performances, concerts, cinema and shows, and the third 
hall is set aside for creativity, exhibitions, relaxation or a shared workplace.  

 
Figure 6. Front door of Poligrafiya public building – “HALE 3”, (2023)  

Source: Own photo 
 
 Throughout the years the organization behind “HALE 3” -  “Alternative Space” is working for the 

recognition and development  of the space on  local, regional and national level and as well for the contribution 
to the development of youth and youth cultural  spaces. These forms of reactive protests opposed the economic 
agent of the privatizer, whose intention was as well to contain the functioning of the alternative place for youth 
cultural activities and to rearrange it. The process of privatization in Bulgaria in compliance with the 
Transformation and Privatization of State-Owned and Municipal-Owned Act (Transformation and Privatization 
of State-Owned and Municipal-Owned Act, 1992)  started in 1993. During its ongoing procedures a  strong 
decentralized approach to privatization was adopted  and this helped it to maintain a relatively high degree of 
independence. Like this many public buildings functioning was totally  changed as is the case of the Poligrafiya 
Varna. As being privatised its premises were transformed into small offices or partly reconstructed into a 
commercial building of a  hotel.  Existing public spaces like this  started to degrade due to looser administration 
by local authorities. However the absence of places for youth culture, ramps for skateboarding urged the rise of 
activism by people being involved in non-formal education or alternative youth sport activities.  
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Figure 7. “HALE 3” main hall , (2023) 

Source: Own photo 
 
Becoming part of “HALE 3” either as a viewer  or a  participant in concerts it is easy to be involved in its 

operational process. New models of operation of cultural and youth institutions are being applied in its 
functioning. Daily or on certain events the managers of “HALE 3” invite participants to be involved as 
volunteers or in the re-creation process.The inclusiveness of the space for culture is also reassured in the 
numerous events - more than 100 concerts, 25 bazars, 60 exhibitions, 60 cinema screenings (Home, 2017).   It is 
essential to mention that in cooperation with  “For You’’ NGO , they are implementing  “European Solidarity 
Corps” projects as  a hosting organization. The process of inclusiveness through cultural and youth activities is 
being implemented on a yearly basis involving not just volunteers from abroad but also  local ones.  

 
Figure 8. “HALE 3” Concert hall, (2023) 

Source: Own photo 
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● Culture as a social bond 

The accession of Bulgaria to the European Union in 2007 brought new opportunities to many young 
people to study and travel  abroad. The intensive labor emigration enabled a part of the tendency of investing in 
capital but also  to recognize more the value of solidarity. Nowadays more and more young people’s mindset is 
focused  on contributing to the society through cultural skills and recognizing them as contributing to the well 
being of the country. Culture is being  equally valued as an issue in the debates as the theme of the commons in 
society. This was also one of the leading themes of the Art festival ’’Emergence’’ (Emergence Art Fest, 2023) 
held between 2 – 5 March 2023 in the vicinity of  the public halls of Radio Varna station. 

 
Figure 9 . Official logo of the Emergence Art festival, (2023) 

Source: https://instagram.com/emergenceartfest  
 
 It was organized by a like - minded informal group of young people - Konstantin Zlatarev and Denitsa 

Balinova, whose common feature is that both of them have graduated abroad. In times when individualism is 
prevailing- remote offices, discourses on the need for capacity of working together, this youth cooperation is 
bringing to debate the need of social ties. Moreover, its motto  was on promotion of emerging artists.  As it is 
clarified by the organizers the etymology of the word ‘emergence’ comes from the Latin root ‘emergere’ and 
references the process of bringing something forth, bringing to light. 

 In line with the festival core principles was also to bring to public artists  who have  limited access to the 
digital domain. The festival enhanced on giving opportunities to exhibit artworks, to foster cooperation based on 
experimentation and to certain point projecting academic experience of the group of organizers from abroad. As 
one of the organizers Konstantin Zlatarev said in an interview “we want to create a space where, through 
collaborative practices, ideas emerge and are explored’’ (“First Edition of  Emergence Art Fest in Varna” ,2023).  

The collaborative element in every session, presentation or exhibit where the audience was involved in 
discussion supplemented the complex theme chosen of ‘emergence’– ’’The whole is more than the sum of its 
parts’’ (“First Edition of  Emergence Art Fest in Varna”, 2023). The complexity of culture in narrating the world, 
in establishing relationships, in creating a community among the dichotomy connection of public and audience 
were mediums followed throughout the programs. After all it brought personal discourses of the necessity to 
seek cooperation rather than self -resilience.  
 

3. Conclusion 

In addition, we are facing how young people, despite being exposed to the individualism which seems to 
be  intensified by   digitalization of the world, are more likely to seek cultural initiatives based on activism. 
Young people are bringing activism to the cultural spaces and scene  in transforming historic heritage into a 
space for alternative visual forms of culture, in confronting economic interests for the goal of better 
representation and inclusiveness and in establishing social ties for the sustainability  of the commons. Practices 
like these differ in their forms of recognition but  are equally being validated by public authorities. However, the 
culture with the people  based as well on strong practices of youth activism should continue to be supported with 
different public tools and mechanisms  for the benefit of the operational status of the initiatives.  
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