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Every year the International Study Week  puts the theoretical basics of the Master 
Program Sports, Culture and Events Management at the University of Applied Sciences in 
Kufstein to the test. Students turn into managers. They apply their conceptual and 
practical skills  to create a vivid program for a one week study trip to a European 
destination. This year’s choice fell on Sofia, the capital of Bulgaria, located near Plovdiv, 
the European Capital of Culture 2019. 

Leaving the comfort zone of Central Europe provided an abundance of valuable insights.  
As part of what can be referred to a challenging tour de force, each student filtered the 
post-socialist environment through their unique perspective. Every foreign destination 
evokes a wide array of personal and social interpretations in its visitor. Taking photos 
with our omnipresent cameras bears witness to the subjective and yet cultural ways of 
making this foreign world meaningful to us. Thus, each day a photo was carefully chosen 
and accompanied by a short reflection that testified to the meaning of its subject and the 
visited site respectively. 
  
The destination was reflected through 29 different pairs of eyes and the “tourist gaze” 
(Urri & Larsen, 2011) of the whole group was broken up into a kaleidoscope of personal 
experiences and  professional focal points. The  compilation of these different views in 
this booklet provides a comprehensive picture of both the attentive attitude of the 
students and their visual/verbal reflection of the  locations,  organizations, enterprises 
and events that they visited during their stay in Sofia and Plovdiv.  

Stepping out of our role as lecturers by temporarily handing over the reins to the young 
professionals and by being led by their ideas of an interesting and engaging international 
study trip, was a truly enjoyable experience. We hope that the readers of this compilation 
will catch a glimpse of this enjoyment. AYLYAK! 

Prof. (FH) Dr. Sibylle Moser 
Dr. Susanne Gellweiler 

 

 

looking is a 

learned ability 

and ( ... ) the 

pure and 

innocent eye is 

a myth. 

John Urri & Jonas Larsen* 

*Urri, J, Larsen J. (2011). The Tourist Gaze 3.0. London/Thousand 

Oaks: Sage, p. 2. 
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 SOFIA – A CITY WITH A REMARKABLE SPIRIT 

I choose this picture as my personal picture of the day, as it 
reveals a lot of the history, the spirit and also the secrets of Sofia. 
 
During the city tour, the guide was very busy to try to explain all 
the different usages of one building to us – which I never 
recognized in any other city to that extent. Roman churches being 
transformed to mosques, and to synagogues and afterwards back 
to churches. Communist buildings being hotels, presidencies, 
educational institutions. You definitely could call this 
sustainability without any indication of power demonstrations or 
the believe of infallibility – using already existing buildings and 
just changing their purpose instead of ripping them down just to 
make a statement of power and rightness and build a ‘better’ 
monument on top. I was really impressed by this acceptance the 
people already had very early for every religion, belief and origin. 
If more people would have acted like this in history, a lot of wars 
and fights could have been avoided. 
 
Sofia had also times, where not everybody accepted and 
appreciated unconditionally all other believes and opinions. 
That’s the reason why the city holds still so many secrets. You 
could wander around the city, passing by ancient churches and 
proud buildings without even recognizing them – as 
many of them were just hidden behind other buildings – like for 
example the St. George’s rotunda is hidden behind a big 
communist building. Also in this case I admire the thought of not 
tearing things down, so that nobody is able to use it anymore, but 
just to ‘hide’ it if politically necessary, so that people still can use 
it. I was very happy that we did the Sofia City Tour, otherwise I 
would have passed a lot of history, facts and buildings without 
recognizing. – Like the guide more than one time pointed out: 
“Sofia is a hidden gem”. 

Lara Schirle 



  

 

MARTENIZA 
 
For getting a better insight about Sofia we started our first day with a city 
walking tour. The guides picked us up in front of our hostel and separated us 
into two groups. Both guides did and amazing job and talked in such a friendly 
and open minded way that it was fun to listen and even more fun to answer 
questions as they were rewarded with candies. The tour was probably the best 
opportunity to have a better orientation in the city and also to know more about 
the buildings we already walked by on Sunday.  
 
This picture which I took on the free walking tour shows the usually red and 
white bracelets which are a symbol of a lucky charm in Bulgaria. This Bulgarian 
custom is called “Marteniza” and starts on the 1st of March and also is popular 
in countries like Rumania or Moldavia. On this date people give each other those 
bracelets as a present. The red color stands for health and a long life and the 
white color for honesty and purity. People wear those bracelets on the left arm 
or on the left side of the body (closer to the heart). Typically people hang them 
till the 1st of April in trees when they notice the first indices for spring (e.g. stork 
or flowering tree) and make a wish. But about this old tradition there circulates 
many different kind of stories. I have chosen this picture for day 1 because I 
loved the idea and the connected custom of the bracelets. 

Inka Zimmer 



 

FROM WHERE DO WE SEE THINGS? 
 

The most significant part of this day for me was the 
opportunity to visit three religious worlds, far from ideologies 
but coexisting in Sofia relatively close. We went to St. 
Alexander Nevsky's Orthodox cathedral, to Banya Bashi's 
Mosque and also to the Orthodox's Sofia's Synagogue. For me 
it was endearing how the old Rabbi opened the doors of his 
synagogue to us, especially because that day it was closed to 
the general public. He quoted in different of our languages 
what is written in most synagogues, “you have to know in front 
of who you are”, which can be applied to our daily lives.  
 
I felt the mosque visit colder but still interesting. As for the 
cathedral, I have no words to describe how impressive its 
architecture and beauty seemed to me. It would have been 
nice to have a guide able to explain us more details about it. 
 
I find the photograph selected for this day is a metaphor of 
human beings’ interactions. If one pays close attention, we can 
see 2/3 of the religious buildings we visited. I took it from a 
nearby thermal bath building converted into a museum. The 
question is … From where do we see things? How close are we 
to change them? What do we do to learn and provoke a 
positive change? Bulgaria is known for being the only country 
in the world … to have saved Jews from deportations during 
the 2nd World War. 

Paula Martinéz Llamas 



 

 

WALKING AROUND 

 
While roaming around the streets of Sofia we passed 
through various shops, churches and government 
buildings, even a change of shifts of the national guards 
that I unfortunately did not manage to capture.  
That morning was stress free and as such, it was the only 
one that we managed to fully grasp the local vibe in the 
market and the streets.  
 
In the end, we managed to find a small, not so popular 
park outside the city center, with this wonderful 
peculiarity in the branches. Whilst simple, it felt unique 
finding ourselves there. I am certain that this picture will 
not only remind me of the awkward starring of the 
people around because of the effort we put into climbing 
that small branch! It will also remind me of that friendly 
chat with the local musician that we met at the music 
store we visited, who had apparently performed a few 
times in my hometown. Also, of the fact that we would 
be lost without the GPS, and of the fatigue due to the 
endless walks around Sofia!  

Nikos Fournatzis 

 



 IMPRESSIVE ARTWORK 

 
For our 2nd day we headed to the National Palace of Culture Congress, which 
was located in the south of Sofia. Here, we were welcomed with open arms and 
were given a big tour through the whole complex. The inside of the Culture 
Palace was even more impressive then the outside. The welcoming hall was 
marked by a huge golden women statue as well giant lamps, which were 
holding at least 300 light bulbs each. Next, we were guided to the big theater 
where we had the chance to ask some questions with regards to performances, 
logistics and capacity of the theater. After the theater we were taken to a big 
conference hall where chairs with flyers were already waiting for us.  
 
On the way to the conference hall we saw more impressive artwork. One of the 
pieces really caught my eye and personally was my “picture of the day”. 
Unfortunately, I didn’t have the chance to ask what it was, but it reminded me a 
little bit of the picture Guernica by Pablo Picasso, which impressed me on one 
of our event trips to Innsbruck.  My choice of the picture of the day is 
emblematic for the many different artworks we saw in the Culture Congress. 
 
In the conference room we had the chance to ask further questions regarding 
marketing strategies, finance, sponsorships or Social Media activities. Further, 
we had the chance to get a quick glimpse of the director of the Culture 
Congress who quickly welcomed us before had to leave again. After we were 
done asking all our questions, we finished our tour through the Culture 
Congress. Another impressive artwork was the shoe project, which was 
displayed on the ground floor of the Palace. The project asked people from all 
over Sofia and Bulgaria to donate their unused shoes to the National Palace, 
which later was turned into really impressive artwork. At the night we did an 
awesome bar hopping tour organized by our fellow student Maike. Here, we 
visited five different locations each with its own little flair and magic. 
Personally, I liked the little cozy bar, which was located in a backyard shed with 
only candles as their illumination, the most. 

Björn Büchter 



 

TOUCHED BY CYRILLIC SIGNS 
 
On day three we visited as the main attraction of the day the National 
Culture Palace, which was built in the middle of the big park in Sofia. An 
overwhelming building where concerts, theatres, exhibitions, lectures and 
other events are organized for the citizens of Sofia. What struck me most 
about it was the architectural and artistic touch that was to permeate the 
entire building, reflecting the history of Sofia and the traditions of 
Bulgaria. You could see many details that gave a big picture.  
 
The modern cafe on the ground floor overlooking the park was also a 
workplace for many students. The integrated library invites you to read 
and learn. Many works of art and notes hung from the ceilings, 
representing poems, drawings, sayings and abstract trains of thought, as 
in the "Hand Made In". What impressed me most was the way it dealt 
with artistic freedom, and although I did not understand many sayings 
and signs in the Cyrillic alphabet, they still gave me a feeling of being 
deeply touched and impressed. 

Laura Stenger 



 

THE AUDIENCE 

One of the best activities we did during the trip was during 
the second day. We went to the National Palace of Culture, 
during the guided tour of the place we walked through the 
main venues of the building and it was quite interesting to 
see the variety that the National Palace of Culture has to 
host diverse types of events, from a big auditorium to 
smaller one that works as a theater. 
 
The picture that I chose from that day it was in the theater 
inside the National Palace of Culture, I took it while we were 
listening to guide. For me it represented us as a group being 
an audience during the trip, watching, listening and thinking 
that maybe or hopefully in a year or so we could be on the 
other side. 

 
J. Omar Pineda Rocha 



 LASTING POWER OF THE PAST 
 
The National Palace of Culture is located in the heart of Sofia and is the largest 
multifunctional conference and exhibition center in south-east Europe. It was 
opened in 1981 in celebration of Bulgaria's 1300th anniversary. Besides these 
traditional facts, we had a chance to explore the building with VIP treatment. Six 
people were walking with us from hall to hall and made sure we have all the 
security and photos we need. It seemed quite unnecessary since we clearly looked 
like a group of western students but maybe it was the standard procedure.  
 
At the beginning of our tour we were warmly welcomed by the head of the 
marketing department of the cultural palace. She accompanied us throughout the 
whole experience and with ease kindly answered all our questions. I was more so 
interested in the architecture of the building and the purpose of having such a 
monumental structure in a city rather than use. The outside structure clearly 
matches the inside architectural design that, not very surprisingly, reflect the 
classical communist era architecture. When standing in the main hall, one may be 
moved by the tall ceilings with the dominant chandelier right in the middle. To me, 
it was had quite a different connotation than to the others. Not to say it was that 
negative, but I wouldn’t describe it as positive either. Even though I knew I was in a 
free democratic country it still reminded me of my country, the Czech Republic, 
where we share a similar modern history with Bulgaria. These structures represent 
the power that we, countries of the so called “Eastern Bloc”, feel until this day.  
 
Although the structure of the building might evoke this feeling the purpose, the 
organization, and staff working do not reflect it at all. The program the cultural 
center puts on each year targets a young audience and is structured to be more 
modern rather than classical. The cultural center is there to spark the interest of 
young people that might not have particular interests but rather are open to 
explore the cultural program of any sort. That is why the center consists of many 
different parts such as modern theatre, space for 4,000 people to enjoy concerts or 
a film festival, or even a cafe in a “hipster style” with a small stage welcoming slam 
poets, DJs or public readings. 

Eliška Vávrová 



 

 

 

AYLYAKING 
 
This picture was taken in the park outside the National Palace of 
Culture. I like to see it as a bit of foreshadowing for what was to 
come later in the week when we took our trip to Plovdiv and 
learned about the Bulgarian way of life: aylyak. It entails a laid-back 
approach to life with less worry and stress. Even though you could 
see us living this lifestyle throughout the week, I find this picture 
perfectly sums up the feeling. It was only our second day but as 
interesting as day 1 was, we hadn’t gotten much sleep and day 2 
had been quite full with 3 events so far as well and this picture 
captures the first time we were able to relax a little.  
 
We hadn’t planned on sitting down in that park, everyone still had 
their bags with them from the tours, we just noticed we only had a 
little bit more time before the sun would disappear behind the 
rooftops, so we grabbed a couple of beers and literally let ourselves 
fall on the grass in the sun. We weren’t as many people as seen on 
this picture in the beginning and more joined after the picture was 
taken, which just shows how contagious the aylyak lifestyle is. I’m 
pretty sure the first of us that sat down in the park that day were 
infected by the many people already bathing in the sun. It was a 
kind of energy that hovered above the park, a feeling of content. I 
think one of the things that led many of us to come to Kufstein is 
the love for the outdoors and nature. For me, while I miss many 
things about the city in Kufstein, I always feel refreshed after 
spending time in the mountains, at a lake or just outdoors in 
general. It had been a long winter in Kufstein and with the 
mountains blocking the sun even earlier than usual I found it 
wonderful how, despite all our different origins, we were all on the 
same page about how to spend this afternoon.  

Oliver Hofmann 
 



 

260 EUROS PER MONTH 

 
On the second day I realized that wealth and poverty is very close to 
each other. Just a few minutes after this picture was taken, we got a 
room tour to the biggest available luxury suite in the 4* Metropolitan 
Hotel in Sofia. When I looked outside the window, I saw that the hotel 
is surrounded by run-down skyscrapers and old buildings. 
 
As we already heard during the guided tour the day before, Bulgaria is 
still suffering from a harsh past under the communist regime. The 
Bulgarians had to struggle with political violence and dictatorial rules 
under their kings and dictators which resulted in wars, demonstrations 
and instabilities in different sectors. Within the last couple of years, 
the country became more stable, but it is still one of the poorest 
nations in Europe.  
 
A lot of people are still working for very low salaries especially outside 
of the city. To give an example, the national minimum wage in 
Bulgaria remains fixed at 260€/month. In order to be able to afford 
life, lots of Bulgarians grow crops and keep animals on inherited 
properties which are in family ownership for decades.  
 
 In my opinion Sofia is not a very homogeneous city. It is not a 
particularly large one, as far as capital city goes, but some parts of it 
are quite poorly maintained. For instance, you see some breath-taking 
work of architecture or a lovely city park which is enclosed by little 
cafés and two blocks down the street you will find a shabby 16-floor 
building. I guess that’s the legacy of the communist regime.  
 

Anna-Maria Satran 



 

 

 

THE PASSION TO CREATE SOMETHING NEW 
 
I have to admit that I am a foodie – I love to get to know a culture through its 
diverse tastes of ingredients. To quote my granny “beim Essen kuman d’Leit 
zaum!” (people meet while having food”). Bulgaria offers a wide range of 
innovative, creative and delicious food places! Can you imagine – it is not a 
long time ago when communism in Bulgaria ended. People had a hard time in 
finding their way back to normality. 
However, many of them used their energy in a meaningful way and invested 
in their own enterprise – may it be a start-up, a technological company or a 
restaurant. I am fascinated by the innovative mind-sets of young 
entrepreneurs, their courage and willingness to make a step into an uncertain 
future. I loved to see, how young Bulgarians showed their passion to create 
something new and you could feel the young esprit everywhere in the city! 
 
Surprisingly, it is recognizable that sustainability is a big player when it comes 
to the restaurant sector in Sofia. There are numerous restaurants offering 
regional cuisine and putting a strong focus on healthy preparation of food. 
Same with the small bakery where this picture was taken. They produce 
home-made pastries and bread – everything 100% organic and obtained from 
local farmers. It is wonderful to see, that the Bulgarians do not only invest 
into an innovative future, but they do it with passion while taking care of their 
environment. By the way, you may recognize that there is quite a lot of food 
on the plate – that’s because we loved to exchange our meals! Everyone from 
the table had to order something different so that we can experience as much 
tastes as possible – just because sharing is caring! 

Julia Geistberger 



 

GRANDMA’S CUP 

After reviewing all of the photos and choosing some of them 
for this diary, I found out an ordinary photo of a cup of coffee. 
Apart from the fact, that I love coffee and coffee was my best 
friend every day in Sofia, due to deficit of a sleep, this one was 
special.  
 
At first glance it may seem as a boring photo but it is not. 
Firstly, the cup in which it was served seems to be very 
traditional, even old-fashioned with the napkin under the cup. 
The traditional cup reminds me the time I spent with my 
grandma. This is exactly the way, how my grandma would serve 
me a cup of coffee – with a carved napkin under the cup and 
with a saucer. The whole Sofia city was in this traditional spirit. 
All of the buildings in the city center were in the same 
preserved old-fashioned style.  
 
Secondly, when you look closer at the picture you may see a 
sign Rozsutec in Malá Fatra on the top of the desk. Rozsutec in 
Malá Fatra is a wellknown mountain in Slovakia. That’s the 
reason why Bulgaria is kind of similar to my country and I felt 
familiar with their culture and history. 

Dominika Popelkova 



 THE STORY-TELLING DRAWER 

After we arrived in the city center, we followed the recommend-
dation of our classmates who arrived earlier in Bulgaria and went 
to a fancy furnished restaurant. When waiting for the dishes we 
closely examined the interior and enjoyed the whole atmosphere. 
Especially the colorful furniture caught our attention as every 
single table, chair and every piece of room decoration were 
upcycled. In other words: We immersed into an atmosphere 
where the focus lies on recycling, environmental awareness and 
sustainability. Our table was made of wood with a tiled table top 
which had the typical used-look. Suddenly, I discovered the knob 
of a small drawer, opened it and inside, I found a pile of brown 
napkins with messages on it. I took some time to carefully read 
through some of the napkin-stories other guests wrote down and 
figured out that this table already welcomed a wide range of 
cultures in the past. Love letters were lying next to amazing 
drawings and simple “Hi, we were here”-messages – the date and 
country of origin was written on each napkin.  
 
Inspired by this secret tradition, we also gave a napkin around for 
everyone to sign it and to leave a souvenir of ourselves behind, 
wondering if the staff of the restaurant will ever find those hidden 
messages. In this moment when the picture was taken, I had only 
been in the country for a few hours. However, I already learned 
that not only the intercultural aspect is of great importance in 
Sofia, but also that Bulgarians carefully upcycle decrepit venues as 
well as reuse pieces of furniture which show their character 
through the traces of usage. Because of this positive experience, I  
continued to pay special attention to similar venues to collect 
different ideas to hopefully implement them in Austria one day. 

 
Ute Schneiderbauer 



 55 KILOMETERS 
 
The second picture I decided to use for this photo diary was taken at the first stop of our 
organized “Pub crawl” evening. This picture features a ceiling light arrangement in the first 
bar we visited that evening. In my opinion, this was the best bar we had visited in Sofia. 
Sputnik cocktail bar is what this fine establishment is called. It featured signature cocktails 
hand crafted by seemingly professional bartenders, which fit perfectly with the vibe of this 
bar. This bar was also voted best cocktail bar in all of Sofia for 2018. I wholeheartedly 
agree this award being given to Sputnik as it is well deserved. The reason I chose this 
photo is because of the journey we took to reach this bar. I remember walking through 
the streets of Sofia with Maaike and Ellie leading the way holding a Bulgarian flag that 
sported a “SCEM 18” on the front for the world to see. This walk from the hostel to this 
Sputnik cocktail bar was quite the journey and made me ponder, “I wonder how many 
steps I’ve taken today?” I remember checking the health app on my phone and 
discovering my daily step totals from the last 3 days. 
 
I was in shock. The last three days I had walked an average of 20,000 steps and on that 
night specifically I was already at 25,000 steps and this was only the first stop of five bars 
in total of our pub crawl. I found this amazing and definitely something worth mentioning 
at some point of this photo diary. The number of steps I ended up walking after these first 
3 days of our program was around the 60,000-step mark. At the end of our 7-day trip I 
took over 130,000 steps, which was just over 100 km.  I found this statistic astounding and 
to be honest I did not feel as if I had walked that much over the past two or three. 
Nevertheless, after seeing that number of my screen it got me thinking of an old cliché 
that fits perfectly to this situation, “time flies when you’re having fun”.  I usually don’t 
enjoy excessive amounts of walking, I prefer different ways of getting physical activity and 
if I can avoid 100 km of walking or running, I will do so. But in this case, by this point of the 
trip, I had already walked around 55 km and I had not even noticed because I was having 
such an amazing time with such amazing people.  There were so many good memories 
formed already by this point of the trip and walking around Sofia during this pub crawl 
was definitely a big highlight from a team-building perspective.  Overall, this picture is the 
starting point of a great evening we all shared during this trip and I felt it was more than 
worthy of being included in this photo diary.  

Alexander Untersberger 

 
 

 
 



 

SHARED PERFORMANCES 

 
Day 2 was highly anticipated in the group mostly because of the programmed 

pub crawl that took place in the evening.  During the day, we got to know the 

city a little better. In the morning we visited the National Palace of Culture of 

Sofia and in the afternoon we had lunch in smaller groups to beautiful places 

around the city. The National Palace was the cultural highlight of the week.  It 

was a beautiful architectural jewel and our hosts were very motivated and 

eager to paint a clear picture of the facility, its possibilities and philosophy, the 

cultural program of the Palace and the whole Bulgarian cultural scene for us. 

The walking across the city streets was, again, a lot and we had little time to rest 

before the evening pub crawl.  

However, the whole group was expecting it anxiously so we were motivated. 

Maaike, who organized the crawl, picked really beautiful places for it (among 

them the best cocktail place of the city and a hidden (gem) bar inside the city) 

and we had a very pleasing evening full of conversations, bonding, laughing and 

drinking. The last stop of the crawl was a karaoke bar and the first people that 

got on stage from our group were Maaike and Ellie. They sang “together” and 

“together” they rocked the stage and transmitted the spirit of the group to their 

performances. It shows on the picture. The moment was unique and very 

special and it was shared through the performance in-between the group.  

Stella Katsoulidou 



 THE CHANGE COMES FROM WITHIN 
 
Day three of our study trip was reserved for Plovdiv, which is a 2,5-hour bus ride away 
from Sofia. I was very curious to see the landscape of Bulgaria during the ride, as well as 
another city, since I expected to get a different view of the capital in comparison to 
Plovdiv. We were welcomed by Gina Kafedjian, who is one of the organizers of Plovdiv as 
the European Capital of Culture. She is a very heartwarming, positive and for most, 
energizing person. I really liked listening to her, while she was talking about the projects 
and changes her organization addressed in the past five years. What really kept in my 
mind is her way of talking about the Bulgarian culture. In the very beginning, she 
introduced herself and explained what she was going to talk about in the meeting. In 
doing so, she mentioned that: “Talking about culture” is still thrilling for her, even after 
four years. The way she said it was impressive for me, because she was able to convey her 
passion about the topic, conveying the importance of culture. All in all, Gina was very 
energizing and there were several moments, when she gave me goosebumps.  
 
The picture above shows the sign of the city’s motto concerning its selection as European 
Capital of Culture 2019. In the background there is an abandoned building, almost like a 
ruin, which is located on the opposite side of Gina’s office, more precisely, the bureau of 
the cultural department of Plovdiv. For me, the photograph shows the two sides of the 
city: On the one hand, there is the generation, who wants to “create togetherness”. On 
the other hand, this generation must deal with issues from the past, including abandoned 
houses. For me, the picture is an expression of the effort, young people put in their 
country. For this day, I chose two pictures, since they both represent the same message 
from different angles. 
  
The picture below was also taken in Plovdiv, on the streets of the old town. For me, it 
represents the same thought: It symbolizes the change, the country is going through. It is 
about building something new and beautiful, getting a new view of the old, traditional 
country. The plant rising out of the cobblestone, growing at an almost impossible place, 
represents the state, Bulgaria currently is in. And – like the picture proofs – the plant was 
not able to grow by itself. It must have been some local planting it into the ground – so 
again, this shows that the change comes from the society within.  

Stella Caro Volkwein 



 

 

 
TWO PERSPECTIVES ON PLOVDIV 
 
I chose this photo for the “Plovdiv-Day” because I think it somehow fits to 
the city in general. The color of the house is warm, like the city’s character 
in my eyes is, too. The trees around the house show that the city is very 
green (even though they were not blooming at that time). However, you 
can see that the building is empty and kind of destroyed. When we talked 
to the department of the European City of Culture in Plovdiv, we stayed in 
a similar building, that was completely renovated. However, you still could 
feel the character of the old building. Looking out of the window, we could 
see the house on the photo with its shining color. Standing in the house 
that was already renovated and seeing an-other beautiful house, which 
has probably the same potential to be renovated, showed me the aspiring 
character of the city of Plovdiv. There I already could feel that there is 
really something going on in the city. Not only because of its nomination 
as the European Capital of Culture in 2019, but also as a vibrant student 
city that offers many opportunities like going up to the mountains in and 
around the city and enjoy the view from there, having drinks in Kapana 
and living the “Aylyak”-lifestyle, meaning simply enjoy doing nothing.  
 
Concerning our program, I enjoyed both, the meeting in the morning with 
the cultural department and also the guided tour in the afternoon, which 
was almost as good as the tour on the first day. Both activities were really 
interesting in itself, but I also liked to get different view-points from 
different perspectives. While the woman in the morning was really 
convinced on the positive impacts of Plovdiv as European Capital of 
Culture in 2019, the guide in the afternoon was not that excited about it 
and gave me more the impression that Plovdiv does not need such a 
nomination. My photo also relates to these different viewpoints. On the 
one hand, the building looks pretty the way it is, on the other hand there 
is potential to make it even prettier. 
 

Anna Sophia Geiger 



 

ADDED VALUE FOR THE CITY 
 

After the pub crawl yesterday, it was nice to have some extra 
hours of sleep during the 2,5 hours bus ride to Plovdiv. We started 
the day with a meeting with the organisers of the Plovdiv 
European Capital of Culture 2019. It was really interesting to learn 
more about what it actually means to be a European Capital of 
Culture and to learn more about the organisation behind it. The 
woman who was doing the interview was really passionate about 
her job, which made it really pleasant to listen to her stories. After 
the interview, we had the opportunity to look at the tobacco 
exhibition which was part of the program of the European Capital 
of Culture. Even though this was quite a small exhibition, it was 
interesting to see and read more about the tobacco industry.  
 
The city of Plovdiv is really beautiful and it was clear why Plovdiv 
got chosen as a European Capital of Culture. The centre of Plovdiv 
provided a warm atmosphere, which I like about cities. The 
highlight of the day was during the city tour when we came across 
an area of Plovdiv with a lot of street art. This can also be seen in 
the picture of the day. This street art was truly beautiful and in my 
opinion it can be seen as added value for a city while providing a 
stage for local artists.  Overall, the city tour of Plovdiv was 
interesting, especially the end location of the tour which was the 
Roman Amphitheatre. The fact that the original theatre is still 
being used for different events made it even more interesting.  

 

Maaike Westerman 



    

AN OTHERWORDLY FEELING 
 
I shot this picture on top of the hill, when we were in the Kapana 
district of Plovdiv. I chose this picture not because it’s a super good 
shot, but I really like the mood in it. It kind of reflects my 
relaxedness and somewhat positive otherworldly feeling I had the 
whole day. This is also due to the fact that we left the big noisy city 
for a quieter and completely different one. Friendly and welcoming 
are two terms that describe the city a bit more.  
 
I think, if I lived in Plovdiv I’d come up the hills quite often just to sit 
or hang out with my friends. I really like those little retreats nature 
sometimes gives you in a city. The hill “climb” was part of a guided 
tour and therefore reminds me of our tour guide who did an 
amazing job and was a great person to speak to (same as the one in 
Sofia). I could squeeze lots of really interesting stories and facts out 
of him. So, yes, I don’t remember the name of the hill, but this 
picture reminds me of a great day in a great city with a great tour.  

 
Marco Rainer 



 

ALMOST THE COOLEST COMPANY IN THE WORLD 
 
On Thursday, we were back in Sofia and visited the “Puzl CowOrKing” which is a 
start-up in Bulgaria. The company's premises were a little hidden. When you pass 
by the entrance you don't imagine that such a company is located there. After 
climbing the stairs or using the elevator, the shock and contrast with the city of 
Sofia was enormous. The city of Sofia seems at times to have remained stuck in the 
past, like its trams for example. It is inconceivable in more developed European 
countries to see trams of that kind. And at the same time, the premises of this 
start-up seemed to be at the cutting edge of technology. It’s surely due to the fact 
that I don’t have so much professional experience, but I felt like I was in the 
premises of one of the coolest company in the world or almost.  
 
Work desks with huge open spaces, a very modern decoration, and especially not 
the feeling of being in a workplace. It's a cliché, but imagining such a workplace in 
the United States, ok why not, but in Bulgaria, I really didn't expect it. I was very 
impressed and from a personal point of view, it challenges my expectations about 
the working conditions I would like to have in my future career. Of course, it’s hard 
to find and to get a job with this kind of work environment, but I think the whole 
class for a while thought, "Wow, I'd like to work here". I realized that working 
doesn't necessarily have to be in a stressful office, and it definitely changed my 
vision of work. It's still a privilege to be able to work under these conditions and I 
hope someday I will have that kind of opportunity. 

Thierry Moitero 



 

THE JOBS OF MY GENERATION 

 
On Thursday we had a meeting with a member of the Start-up scene in Sofia. 

Puzl is an IT Start-up, which originally was looking for its own working space in 

Sofia, then found an old warehouse building, renovated it and, as it was too big 

for themselves, started offering part of their working space to other Start-ups. 

The demand exploded and now Puzl is renting out coworking space to IT Start-

ups and planning to further expand to other cities, like Budapest. This meeting 

was very interesting for me, as two colleagues of the Puzl team told us, that the 

IT scene is really flourishing in Sofia. On the one hand, many global companies 

are outsourcing the IT department of their European location to Eastern coun-

tries, because wages for skilled employees are substantially cheaper there. 

Simultaneously, the educational level of the universities in Bulgaria seems to be 

high enough to educate qualified specialists. A positive consequence of this 

development is, that it helps Bulgarian citizens to find well paid jobs in their 

own country, as the wages of outsourcing companies are still higher than aver-

age. Thus, less Bulgarians need to leave their country in order to look for work. 

On the other hand, this high demand and focus on IT specialists also leads to a 

co-existing development of entrepreneurship, which is mainly led by young 

people, who want to create something by themselves in their own county, 

instead of working for an outsourced IT department of a global company. To me 

it seemed as if there is a strong need among young people for self-government, 

which might be a counter development resulting from the Communist history of 

the country. After this meeting I realized, that with the constant increase of 

digitalization most of the jobs my generation will be working at do not necessa-

rily or at all times require a fixed working space. One the one hand, this can be 

seen as an opportunity and allows for a certain amount of freedom. On the 

other hand, I can imagine that some people possibly lose their sense of 

belonging to a working community. This also might be one of the reasons why 

the coworking space concept of Puzl got accepted with such a great response. 

Alicia Anna Knappstein 



 
DIFFERENT POINTS OF VIEW 

One of the most intense parts of our program was probably the short 
film festival workshop. Since I have seen many short films before and 
like to go to film festivals, I was excited to find out more about the 
organizers and the organization itself. Julian, the founder of the short 
film organization prepared a great program for our class and gave us 
interesting insights in the organization and his passion for films. 
Especially the business project group organizing the short film festival 
in Kufstein could use that workshop to gain interesting and inspiring 
knowledge for their project. I thought that day was well spent, even 
though it was long and also kind of exhausting.  
 
Nevertheless, Julian prepared an interesting program of different 
short films from around the world which I really enjoyed. Especially 
did he try to show us the differences of short films and the difficulties 
of putting a label and genre on most of them.  
 
I really liked the assignment to choose films for a potential festival and 
to discuss why and what we like about them. I found it fascinating how 
different our points of view were, and it was exciting to discuss them.  
I think especially when it comes to films, books, tv-shows or other 
cultural offerings, it is absorbing how different we are, even though 
we are in one class studying the same program. 
 
I took that photo in front of the workshop room were several flyers 
and posters from previous events or artists were shown and I choose 
that picture for the diary because I really liked the simplicity of the 
design. And even though I do not know what it is about exactly, it felt 
special to me. 

Maria-Anna Paier 



 

BULGARIA PROPER 
 
Our last official day in Sofia, started quite special! We were welcomed at 
the Reginald History Museum by one of Sofia's cultural advisors and two 
other government employees. The cultural programme of the municipality 
of Sofia was presented to us exclusively. In addition, Sofia's Department of 
Culture shared its experience in organizing cultural events, its cultural and 
artistic policies, and its principles of partnership and incubation. 
 
But my peak of the day, was my visit to the traditional women´s market 
afterwards. Although the market is only three minutes away from our 
hostel, I just managed to visit it today. Finally! And it was amazing! All the 
small shops, all the fresh fruit and vegetables, the locals bargaining, 
the typical market hustle and bustle, the trading fuss ... I love such things. 
Here I had today for the first time the feeling to experience Bulgaria 
properly. Of course, I can also run into the hundredth H&M or Zara, I've 
also done that, I don't want to deny it. But traditional markets that aren't 
crowded by tourists, streets that are a bit outside the hustle and bustle, 
local shops and conversations with local people let you really experience a 
country. And yes, that's just super important to me when I travel, 
otherwise I can't say later that I really experienced and got to know the 
country or city and its people.  
 
So, this was a very happy moment for me today and I crossed the market 
by buying nuts, chilies and Bulgarian biscuits without any stress or hurry. 
This is also where my favorite picture of the day was taken, the green 
peppers. I would have loved to have taken all the fresh vegetables with me 
and cooked us all something delicious. If I should visit Sofia again, I will do 
that for sure. 

 
Pia Luisa Maria Thalmeir 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
COMMON LANGUAGE 

 
This picture of a traffic light with a shining heart captures way more than 

just one moment. As soon as I saw this tiny little change out of the 

ordinariness in Sofia’s city centre my heart opened. For me, this picture 

reflects friendliness, openness and cordiality of the Bulgarians, which I had 

experienced throughout the whole week. The openness of the Bulgarians is 

evident right from the start with all the sightseeing in the hotel, the Cultural 

Palace and the start-up we could do. All participants of the guided tours 

welcomed us with open arms and answered all our questions. I got the same 

feeling at the women's market behind our hostel. At the spice stand an 

elderly lady with her broken English advised us calmly. She asked for words 

she didn't know and tried to internalize them. It was nice to see that this 

lady tried to communicate with us in a common language. This is not 

understandable in all cultures. Also, in different restaurants the friendliness 

and warm-heartedness of the waitresses was very pleasing to me.  In 

addition, there were other salesmen who asked with great interest about 

my origin and proudly presented their knowledge of German. 

 Of course, I must consider that we are tourists who probably have more 

money than the Bulgarian inhabitants themselves and they have recognized 

their chance in us to make money. However, these people never came up to 

me in a pushy way, so I could have got the feeling that they were only 

interested in my money. It is particularly important to me to give this 

realization of the warm-heartedness and openness of the inhabitants their 

own post. It is difficult to find individual situations for this feeling, because it 

is the result of all the experiences during the whole week. However, this 

unexpected symbol found in the middle of Sofia on the picture reflects my 

feelings of the whole week. 

Valerie Marcinczak 



 

MUSICAL SPRING VIBES 

 

After our talks with the representatives from the cultural department of the 
city of Sofia we basically had concluded the program for the week. There was 
only the opera in the evening left on the schedule. So, to finally be able to 
process all the impressions of the week, Julia and I decided to grab a coffee 
and head for a park in the city center and enjoy the sun. Entering the park, I 
already heard some music playing and as a music enthusiast I had to 
investigate.  
 
There were four men playing upbeat music and a knot of people had already 
gathered around them to listen. As can be seen on the picture, these men 
were no newcomers but rather old friends having fun. The fun and their 
passion for music was clearly visible and they made various strangers stop 
and infected them with their joy. The combination of a sunny Friday 
afternoon and the upbeat music and the enthusiasm of the musicians made 
time stand still for a moment and let people just enjoy the moment. These 
older men really had a gift they were eager to share. They seemed to have 
figured out what really matters in life: happiness and they were keen on 
promoting just that. We stood there until they stopped playing. I was not able 
to just stand there – they managed to infect me with rhythm right away and I 
wouldn’t say I started dancing but at least I was stepping from one foot to the 
other and I was immersed in the whole experience. 
 
 It was nice to see again: music is a universal language, tourists and locals 
alike just enjoyed the tunes together and everyone was smiling and happy. 
They really did succeed these four men: they managed to spread their good 
vibes and happiness. They made my day!  

Magdalena Wienerroither 



  WORLD CLASS MUSICIANS 

 

This was my first ever proper and official opera. This is a photo of me posing in 
the theater after the opera performance had ended. This photo is   meaningful to 
me because I have been a long-term supporter of the creative and performing 
arts. It’s my personal belief that we should be doing everything possible to make 
sure that the performing arts are well funded because without them then people 
will not have opportunities to showcase their talents to the public. I think it’s our 
duty to preserve the arts so that people in future generations can have the same 
entertainment opportunities as myself. I have been a supporter of the 
performing arts because of the entertainment value that it has to consumers 
who are willing to pay for it. It’s important to place special emphasis on people 
paying for entertainment because if we don’t then we are placing a financial 
burden on the performers, which I think is wrong.  I say this because we have 
grown accustom to not paying for music in the digital era.  I have paid to go to 
many concerts in my life and, so I can attest to the value that the performing arts 
have had in my life. Seeing some of my favorite artists perform live in person has 
made me interested in pursuing careers in the industry in some way.  
 
Music has been one of the most consistent and lifelong passions of mine because 
I have played instruments and have therefor been exposed to music for many 
years of my life so far, so naturally I was more focused on the musical element 
rather than the visual element of the opera performance. I must say that as a 
musician I know what being talented looks like and therefor consider myself as 
worthy of being able to judge someone’s ability to play an instrument. The 
musicians in the opera were nothing short of world class and sensational in 
terms of being able to play and perform their instruments at some of the highest 
levels possible. I thought that the actors were very talented despite the fact that 
I was more interested in the musical component of the opera. Overall it was a 
very professional event and an experience that I will look back on to reminisce 
about my time in Sofia. 

Tanner Thompson 



 

SPECIAL PEOPLE AT THE OPERA 
 
This is my last entry for this trip, but it includes one of my favorite 
and most special pictures. This picture was taken in the opera. You 
can see me and five of the most special people I have met in this 
study program. We spend most of the time together back in Kufstein 
and meet almost every week for breakfast. This trip has helped us to 
know more about each other and to have even a stronger 
connection than the one we already had before.  
 
This morning I woke up a little bit earlier than the others, as I was 
responsible for guiding the group to the meeting I had organized at 
the Regional History Museum of Sofia, and I wanted to go to the 
grocery store and get some chocolate as a little present for the 
people that would host the meeting for us. There we would meet 
three representatives of Sofia’s municipality. I have been in contact 
with them for almost a month via E-Mail and I am so thankful that 
this meeting worked out. It was a very interesting meeting as there 
was the representative of the Department of Culture, the chief 
expert in “Music and Dance” and another representative of Sofia’s 
municipality.  
 
After the meeting we had free time to rest before the opera. Me and 
some others went to the city center to visit the “women’s market of 
Sofia” and the city market. After this, we went back to the hostel, 
took a quick shower and went all together to the opera to watch 
“Carmen”. The opera was very nice with subtitles in English and 
Bulgarian. They opera itself was sung in French.  

 
Rebecca Haid González 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 RASTE NO NE STARE 
 
At first sight, today’s picture may just be a crumpled note saved from 
washing. But the story behind this note goes much deeper into the 
main theme of this study trip: Our last night in Sofia has led us to a 
fancy cocktail bar. After a while, we’ve gotten into a conversation with 
the some of the locals there, leading to a rather philosophical talk 
about current issues within the country. Raste no ne stare – the motto 
of Sofia, which can literally be translated into “Ever growing, never 
ageing”. Once picked in reference to the city’s historic past and its 
fast-paced development, Sofia’s slogan has now changed into a rather 
gloomy vision of the present. Especially since the fall of communism, 
private traffic exploded, construction in and around the city is rather 
chaotic and the expansion of urban transportation progresses only 
slowly. Because of the labor market situation, many Bulgarians are 
forced to move to the city, leaving locals angry and dissatisfied: they 
complain about the garbage on the streets, broken pavements, over-
crowded public transport and disrespectful behavior of many, espe-
cially young people. They complain about subsidies invested in the 
wrong place. They complain about how little is done to improve the 
quality of life.  
 
In my eyes, an honest conversation like this is what traveling is all 
about. Getting into the locals’ mind, stepping behind the facade built 
to impress tourists, changing perspectives. It is about listening, about 
respect, about understanding. Even if we’re not in the position to 
change things, it makes us more aware about our own decisions, 
about how we perceive given things in our everyday life. It makes us 
appreciate more, where we come from, what we are given, what we 
can be thankful for. Sometimes it’s the little things that make you re-
member certain details of a trip. Mostly it’s emotions shared with oth-
ers and moments experienced together. And sometimes it’s a hand-
written piece of paper you forgot in your pocket. 

Alexandra Thammer 



   

A PLACE TO BE #together 
 
For our official final day in Sofia, I chose a picture that describes most days of 
our trip: sitting #together with the group in a park in the sun right on the grass, 
chilling, having some drinks and talking about our trip, our experiences and just 
life in general. What I loved so much about the parks in Bulgaria is that they are 
actual meeting places for everyone: students, pensioners, dog owners, parents 
with their children, chess players, lovers, tourists and business men and women 
on their lunch breaks. This is something I was not used to because, 
unfortunately, the parks I know from my hometown are not very well taken care 
of and you are usually advised to avoid them especially after the sun has gone 
down, because they become a meeting place for drug dealers and the socially 
troubled.  
 
On the contrary, in Sofia parks feel open, welcoming and are just a place to be 
#together and to escape the hustle and bustle of the everyday city life. In 
general, I really have to say that I genuinely always felt very welcomed by the 
Bulgarians and there has not been one single second in which I would have felt 
uncomfortable or unsafe. Even though we were said to be living in quite a dodgy 
area and even locals told us to be very careful, I really never had a bad feeling or 
experience there. So, in a nutshell, when thinking about the parks in Sofia and 
Plovdiv, I think about being #together with my best friends, but also with other 
people from the group than usual, which I loved. I also think of nice chats, 
delicious coffee, cold beers, sunshine on our faces and chilled music. It has 
always been an aspect of our class that I liked a lot, that even though all of us 
have a few people that we spend the most time with, it always happens that you 
end up with a completely different group of people from time to time, you have 
deep conversations, you can laugh a lot with them and you realise how lucky 
you are to have met these amazing people in a small Tyrolean town called 
Kufstein. 

Bianca Zöhrer 



 

 
Photo: Paula Martinéz Llamas 
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