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In 2010 Plamen Dejanoff established a founda  tion including five 
buildings in Veliko Tarnovo and Arbanassi.These were returned to his fam-
ily in the course of a restitution process by the Bulgarian state. The founda-
tion also owns a number of collections to which items are constantly being 
added: approximately 18,000 historical documents on the history of Bul-
garia, 190 works of contemporary art and more than 2000 books about art, 
architecture, fashion, film and design. The foundation’s aim is to anchor con-
temporary art in public awareness in Bulgaria. 

To this end the foundation realises specific art projects by the artist, 
such as The Bronze House and Foundation Requirements. They refer to tradi-
tional interior fixtures such as were, or still are in fragments, to be found 
in Dejanoff’s houses. For his ceilings, floors and doors, Dejanoff uses an 
‘interlocking’ technique that is rarely employed today —the parts  are held 
together with pegs and brackets. Reconstructions of these architectural 
fragments are shown at international exhibitions. In this way, the artist links 
handcrafting traditions with contemporary art. 

By using the structures and mechanisms of the globalised art mar-
ket, Dejanoff’s foundation projects attract attention to this craft and also 
to a region on the periphery of Europe. The revenue generated flows back 
into the projects in Veliko Tarnovo and Arbanassi. Legal frameworks, PR and 
financing models are an integral part of the art projects.  
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What are you planning to do with the two buildings in Veliko Tarnovo and 
the one in Arbanassi? Since the locations and events that took place there also form 
an important part of a Bulgarian national narrative. 

I made an in-depth study of the buildings, their history, design, struc-
ture and the materials that were used. I reached the point where I could lit-
erally ‘dissect’ them, could immerse myself in their historic layers. It’s impor-
tant to know that the approach to dealing with historic buildings in Bulgaria 
is a bit unusual. Materials like laminate, aluminium and plasterboard are 
installed instantly, no matter what’s underneath, without any thought. Badly 
and quickly. In Arbanassi there is a house dating from the 15th century and 
a bathhouse from the 16th century. In Tarnovo there are three buildings, 
from the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries. During the Communist era, and 
then later in the 1990s, they were heavily modified. I wanted to get down to 
the fabric of the building and removed a number of layers, but also left some 
partially intact. Now the question is how much should be done and what 
should remain, in order to revitalise the building.

And you also made some discoveries in the process … 
I found, for example, a mezzanine floor from the 1940s that was not 

part of the original plan, but which was over 100 m2. Below this, there is 
an incredible room from the 18th century with light from above and a ceil-
ing height of five metres. Even the historical buildings authority knew noth-
ing about all of this, simply because the buildings had never been inspected. 

You left various kinds of flooring in place in the stone floor in the cellar, because the 
source material was also different.

Initially I trusted companies and experts. I soon realised that the kind 
of expert who used to work on the restoration of historic buildings no longer 
exists. After 1989 there was no longer any demand for them, no one wanted 
to pay for it, they just wanted to build quickly. DIY stores meant that this 
building culture and much of its knowledge was lost. Out of necessity I was 
forced to do things myself. I searched for and found experts from that time 
who could teach me the essentials and pass on their knowledge. Some even 
come from the West. Often I know how it ought to be done, but at the end 
of the day I don’t know how to do it. 

Why did you establish your foundation?
PLAMEN DEJANOFF: I established it in 2010. When I visited Bul-

garia again for the first time in 14 years, it occurred to me that something 
should be done here, because I did not like what I found: the way building 
fabric and cultural heritage were being treated, the value of art in people’s 
everyday lives. Since I had already conceived The Bronze House in a simi-
lar direction, as an object to be discussed or that provoked discussion, my 
partners and I considered how we could approach this. The proposal was 
to create a structure, because this was what was lacking here—it’s impor-
tant to know that there are hardly any galleries, museums or structures 
for contemporary art. I contacted a lawyer and a collector of my works, 
Bernhard Hainz, who wanted to support me in this. The initial idea was to 
found an association so that we would have a legal basis for working in situ. 
However, it fairly soon became clear that founding and running an associ-
ation in Bulgaria is very complicated, and so we had the idea of establish-
ing a cultural foundation instead. This non-profit foundation—with which 
The Bronze House was also built—continues to make my activities on the 
ground easier to this day.

 
Then your family’s buildings, which had been nationalised under Communism, were 
restituted. This led to the current follow-up project. 

In 2010 I took a closer look at a couple of the buildings. I recalled 
the sketches Le Corbusier made in Veliko Tarnovo, when he was studying 
architecture here at the beginning of the 20th century. He realised that 
the buildings were only physically connected via the individual elements. 
It’s a kind of plug-in system. But how can you convey this? And so the 
idea emerged of capturing a historic building through drawings, studies, 
research and points of reference to its location, so that this special herit-
age and its quality can be understood. The understanding of art here still 
remains so different from mine.

You did receive your training, at least in parts, in the West, after all.
Yes, but I had started it in Bulgaria—initially at the school of arts and 

crafts in Triavna, from 1985 to 1990, then at the academy in Sofia. I already 
knew intuitively that what we were doing in Sofia was old-fashioned, but I 
had no idea what was possible. In the West my books changed, I was a stu-
dent of Pistoletto at the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna and spent all my 
time at the Institute of Contemporary Art there.  
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structions could then hopefully become more like an integral part of the 
town. If the parts are incorporated at points here, then we can see them in 
passing too—a window, say, or an archway, a wall—and in this way the con-
trast with other things in the town becomes very clear. Then I will immedi-
ately have a discussion again about aesthetics and how we deal with building 
culture, about materials and craft. I still need two or three years for each 
house to make them accessible to the public. 

The individual levels are linked. The conceptual, material and discursive issues are 
inextricable. You connect modern and contemporary art, get engaged on the ground, 
and are successfully active on the global art market. There are immobile objects (the 
buildings) and your sculptures, which circulate across the world. How do you deal 
with this contradiction?

It is of course clear to me that a carved door does not look contem-
porary, but then again for me this begs the question: Why not? Why do we 
separate the two areas? About the art market: from the very beginning I felt 
a desire always to create some distance from it. Sometimes I managed it. 
The world beyond the art market is more exciting, but I used and still use 
the art market and art institutions for The Bronze House and for Foundation  
Requirements. If I could avoid the art market and establish other economic 
structures, then that is what I would prefer to do. Turbo-capitalism is 
very powerful in Bulgaria. It is constantly about making a business out of 
everything straightaway. The most magnificent buildings become hotels, res-
taurants and souvenir shops. For some people that is OK, for me not. I want 
to offer alternatives. My buildings are not for sale anyway, they belong to my 
non-profit foundation.

You don’t see yourself as a restorer, but rather as a sculptor. The materials are wood, 
stone (Foundation Requirements) and bronze (The Bronze House), that is, tra-
ditional and recognised materials of sculpture. 

Bronze does not really feature in architecture. In The Bronze House 
I was very concerned with the boundary between architecture and sculp-
ture. The same is true of Foundation Requirements. My choice of materials is 
related to the project and also has to do with the location. I also used to work 
with Murano glass and plastic. In Foundation Requirements the process took 
years, both the reading and the working of the stone, ceramic and wood. This 
is why I began a series of exhibitions in which prototypes and tests were 
shown. This eased my fears because I was able to approach the current situ-
ation steadily. Now I know what is possible, not just as a sculptor but I also 
have the confidence to venture into architecture.  

What was the local reaction, how are your activities perceived?
People here do in fact appreciate well-made things. They are also aware 

that my objects are well received when they are shown in exhibitions across 
the world. But at the same time it annoys them. The stonemasons think, we 
can do that too, and ask themselves: Why is no one interested in us? Because 
they don’t recognise the conceptual parts, don’t understand that the objects 
are embedded within a wider context and the work has many different layers. 

The objects from the exhibitions end up in Western collections …
My initial idea was that as a sculptor I could reproduce everything 

that was missing or destroyed from these buildings purely as sculpture and 
show it outside of the local context in exhibitions, books and journals. Con-
versely, the intention was for the gaps and imperfections to remain visible in 
the houses. This was exactly how I did it for the first five years. The new sit-
uation emerged with the final realisation of The Bronze House in Sofia, where 
an intense public debate erupted about art in public space. For months the 
building was the hottest topic in the news and the newspapers, all of my con-
siderations were analysed, discussed—in both a positive and negative way. 
I noticed that this kind of discussion is needed here because there’s never 
been one before.

 
And now the reconstructed objects are set to come back after all?

In the meantime I would find it interesting to see what happens when 
some parts come back, because a response could develop and the recon-
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