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This guide is based on my experience of Stan-
ica cultural centre – a socio-cultural venue in 
Slovakia, in a city that is not the capital. It is 
rooted in the Central-European context. I am 
Robert Blaško, born 1977 in Czechoslovakia.  
I am one of the co-founders of Stanica and still 
working there (with some breaks) as a cultural 
manager, fund-raiser and as a whatever the life 
in such venue brings. I would like to start by 
this quotation from the artist Lia Perjovschi: 

WE LIVE THE TIME 
OF ‘RE’ 
RE-SPONSIBILITY 
RE-THINKING 
RE-MAKING 
RE-CYCLING 
RE-.... 

THE DIY GUIDE  
CREATING  
A CULTURAL 
CENTRE

Cultural center Stanica before the reconstruction (in 2002).�
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INTRODUCTION 
We live in a time of tremendous social, eco-
nomic, political and environmental change. 
Some of the old concepts no longer work. We 
are experiencing crisis across various fields 
and the classic approaches need to be re-
thought. This is why we should consider our 
personal responsibility to reflect on or react 
to the current situation. We should not re-
fuse these thoughts when we want to start or 
run a cultural centre. Instead we should ask 
ourselves what the role of a cultural centre is 
today, when considering this in connection to 
the wider perspective of the current situation 
of society. 

It is not possible to fit this guide into a few 
sentences and unlikely that a universal guide 
to creating a cultural centre could be written. 
That is why I will only provide you with a set 
principles, based on the story of Stanica cul-
tural centre for guidance and inspiration. I be-
lieve that you will find your own way to make 
your dreams a reality and hope you will find at 
least one kick-starter idea here. 

NEW MODELS
Limited resources force non-profit organiza-
tions to find unconventional and untested solu-
tions. Under these circumstances, they create 
new models of operation and new know-how. 
The ability to search for new, cheaper and cre-
ative solutions is dependent upon a willing-
ness to function in substandard conditions. 
This makes non-profit organizations spend 
their resources efficiently. We would hardly 
find this phenomenon in classic cultural insti-
tutions, with their existence secured by �00% 
public funding. The security and comfort of 
stable funding destroys creativity.

WE ARE 
INVE/S/N/TORS 
We are inventors and investors. We invest our 
time, energy, ideas and passion into our proj-
ect. We create an idea. This is the value that 
we offer to the community we live in. If the 
idea is strong enough there are always oppor-
tunities to find resources to support it. 

We are investors. Although we do not have cash we invest our time, energy, ideas and passion to create values.2
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CHOICE OF A VENUE 
AND ITS LOCATION 
To find an appropriate building for starting  
a cultural centre is crucial. Any mistakes can kill 
all your expectations and risk the entire project. 
It is worth spending a lot of time on finding the 
right building and assessing all possible risks. 
What to think about: 
The legal status of the building (Who is the own-
er?): Could it be available to rent? For how long 
and what would the costs be? Would it be pos-
sible to own the building in the future? 
Abandoned buildings are beautiful, but it is 
worth considering the costs of renovations. Co-
operate with professionals (architects, structur-
al engineers, draftsmen) before you start. Con-
sult the contracts with lawyers. Think twice. 

CONTRACTS 
AND LEGAL ISSUES 
There are so many different models. Some 
centres start as squats in abandoned factory 
buildings. Some people rent the space for  
a symbolic price from their municipality, re-
gional government or a private body. Some 
people run centres based on an oral agree-
ment. Paper contracts are best. There are too 
many centres that finished their existence 
after investing a lot into a building only to 
find their contract was weak or there was no 
contract. The contracts are based on differ-
ent validity periods. In this case the longer the 
better – it means less pressure, more stability 
and better fundraising opportunities. 

The negotiations with the Slovak National 
Railway company to rent the building for a 
symbolic price took us two years. We were too 
young to be accepted as partners for negotia-
tion by the company. That is why Marek’s fa-
ther was on hand to make the appointments 
and even accompany us to the official meet-
ings. We still started the renovation of the 
whole building with our first short-term con-
tract that allowed us to use just one room in 
the building. It was only later that we finally 
got the contract to use the whole building for 
the next 30 years for an annual symbolic fee. 
The contract included an obligation to invest 
a minimum of EUR 300,000 into the renova-
tions within a maximum of 10 years. So the 
building was not for free. 

RESOURCES 
Any idea needs resources to be realised. The 
resources that you need are not just mone-
tary. The most important one is human capital, 
which means creative and motivated people 
to work with you on the project. Volunteerism 
can be a good base on which to start a proj-
ect. You need people who do not count the 
hours spent on it. Those are the people with 
a real passion for the vision. If the same vision 
is shared by a group of people, then finding 
the necessary passion will not be a problem. 
The vision should be more important than 
any amount of money. The best volunteers 
are professionals who offer their knowledge, 
time, ideas and work to the project for free. 
Instead of searching for money, you can search 
for sponsors who can give you their services 
or goods as a free donation for your project. 

The renovation works at Stanica lasted for 5 
years. The budget for the renovation was about 
EUR 400 000. Half of it consisted of sponsor-
ships in form of goods and services. We got the 
windows, floors, pavement and new roof for free 
from various companies that produce them. The 
architects and engineers designed all the plans 
of the renovation for free. The electric installa-
tion was done by a company that used to send us 
its workers in irregular intervals to do it for free. 
The bar is made from a recycled expired art-ex-
hibition piece. More than 300 volunteers par-
ticipated in the renovation. Many of them were 
professionals from various fields such as cultural 
management, architecture, design, engineering, 
structural engineering, audience development, 
PR and media... 

Cultural center Stanica after the reconstruction (in 2008).4

Interior of A�8 – a cultural venue on a 
ship in the Danube river in Budapest.�
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HOW TO START? 
VOLUNTEERS!
Usually people have an idea but not enough 
money and other resources to realise it. How-
ever, the most important elements will always 
be there – and they will always be the same 
– the right people involved and a vibrant idea. 
The lack of money can be offset by volunteer 
work. When people think about volunteers, 
they usually imagine a bunch of enthusiastic 
non-professionals and that involving such 
people can be easily done. The trick is to draw 
in professionals willing to work for free, too. 
The volunteers want to be part of creative 
projects and a bigger story. They should be 
given responsibility, and guidance if neces-
sary. They should feel that they are co-authors 
of the project and that they are welcome. The 
rule of thumb is that, if your team consists of 
enthusiastic people who strongly believe in 
the project, such an atmosphere will attract 
volunteers. 

Stanica was built on the principle of voluntary 
involvement of students, young designers and 
architects. The volunteers brought a lot of en-
ergy and enthusiasm. Together with more than 
50 volunteers, we organized a public collec-
tion called Brick to Brick. For the income from 
this collection, 30 designers (also volunteers) 
uniquely painted and renovated a public sub-
way. Following the same philosophy, in 2010 
we created a public park around Stanica in the 
former industrial-like environment. The most 
important result of such activities is their fi- 

nancially incalculable benefit – namely their 
human value reflected in relationships and 
communal solidarity. A few more examples of 
our legendary volunteers: all architects and 
engineers made the technical plans needed 
for the renovation of Stanica for free (at least 
EUR 10 000 saved). Over 120 local volunteers 
helped us to build the S2 using primitive tech-
nology and construction methods involving 
beer crates and straw bale. The costs for the S2 
building are 12 times less than those of similar 
buildings from more conventional materials. 
What was most important was the fact that 
the Dutch expert and author of a book about 
this method, Tom Rijven, was also helping to 
build it for free and taught the technique to the 
many inexperienced participants. Anna Grega, 
the former Head of the Audience Development 
Department in the Sydney Opera House gave 
us a series of trainings on this topic for free. 
The creative team from the big advertising 
company Istropolitana Ogilvy created a fund-
raising campaign to support our last project 
– the renovation of Nova Synagoga in Žilina. 
We are involved in the programme “Our Town” 
and the local business company workers do 
regular voluntary work for Stanica. 
We ourselves worked for free for the first 5 
years of our organisation’s existence. It be-
came our rule and we now only offer a sal-
ary after several months or years of voluntary 
work. This is to ensure that we get the people 
who care first about the idea and only then 
about the money. 

LIVE 
ARCHITECTURE 
The building should create multiple oppor-
tunities to use the space for your activities. 
Cooperation with an architect can be crucial. 
The architect should deeply understand the 
project and the philosophy of your organisa-
tion. What is best is if the architect is a part 
of your team. You nevertheless have to be 
prepared to become an amateur-architect 
yourself during the renovations. Mistakes can 
be fatal. Architectural solutions are part of an 
organic process. They will be tested during the 
operation of your activities. Any change or de-
velopment of activities should be followed, if 
necessary, by changes to the venue’s archi-
tecture. Be prepared for never-ending reno-
vations to get the space ready on time. Talk 
to more architects. Involve all the people in 
the organisation in the process. Visualise and 
make �D models. Be prepared for re-making

We are constantly changing the interior and 
exterior of Stanica. We rebuild, re-think, re-
make, we build new extensions. Several times 
we changed the purpose of the rooms, interior 
design, the positioning of the walls. We are not 
prisoners to the architecture; it should give us 
more possibilities, improved comfort for the 
audience and participants. We ran several 
workshops regarding the architectural devel-
opment of the whole area around Stanica. We 
decided to build new spaces, first S2 and now 
S3. We made a public park in the surroundings 
and invested our labour in the renovation of 
other public spaces, such as the subway cross-
ing to Stanica, where we have put new light-
ing and do regular painting and cleaning. The 
same applies to the platform used by passen-
gers of the train that stops in front of the

Plan of S� building that will be made out of old shipping containers.7

Venue S2. We used primitive construction methods involving beer crates and bales of hay.5

We started as volunteers with many  
other volunteers.6
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LOCAL
NETWORKING 
When you are starting a cultural centre, you 
probably do not have enough equipment, 
your building may need renovation, you may 
be unknown and you might lack an audience 
and participants for your activities. To build 
and renovate a venue can be a process taking 
several years. To survive the tough times, you 
need the co-operation of many different peo-
ple and institutions in your community. Look 
at the town where you work as a place full of 
opportunities. Make your own map of compa-
nies, businesses, schools, various institutions 
and other cultural venues that could poten-
tially help or co-operate with your project. It 
is worth asking other people and institutions 
to assist you and participate in the process 
of creating your cultural centre. These little 
drops can create a stream of support you may 
need in the beginning. Creating a local net-
work of co-operating people and institutions 
forms a base for your future growth. 

We started organising cultural events at Stani-
ca while the building was still being renovated. 
We were borrowing light equipment from the 
local municipal theatre and the puppet the-
atre; sound equipment was from someone do-
ing village discotheque and wedding parties; 
and cars were from our family members. We 
served warm beer because we did not have  
a fridge. The building did not have any heating 
system at the beginning, so during the freezing 
winters we heated it with a single mobile gas 
heater. It was sometimes very hard to convince 
the audience to come in such circumstances 
but it had its charm and atmosphere.   

MEDIA AND PUBLIC
RELATIONS 
To get visitors, participants and support, you 
need people to know about your project. 
From the beginning, even before you officially 
open the venue, you need to let people know 
about your intention and plans. This can bring 
you new supporters. The basic free tools are: 
regular communication with journalists; send-
ing press releases and invitations to media; 
your activity on the Internet; use of social net-
works; your website; a list of e-mail contacts 
to send your newsletter to; photo-documenta-
tion of your activities. If you are unknown, you 
can ask well-known, media-attractive people 
to help you to get media attention.

For the opening of our cultural centre, we in-
vited Magda Vasaryova, a famous Slovak actor 
and a public figure (at that time an ambassa-
dor of the Slovak republic to Poland, later on 
a presidential candidate) and only then we 
managed to convince the media to report on 
our first big event. Select carefully the person 
to ask , check the history of the person and 
their moral attitude. Be wary of involving poli-
ticians; it can be controversial and can influ-
ence your independ

LANGUAGE 
AS A WEAPON 
Communication and writing skills are one of 
the most powerful tools that you need for 
such a project. Language is a weapon. If you 
are weak in using it, your project can be lost. 
You need the language to explain to public 
what on earth you are doing and what you are 
aiming for. You may need to write hundreds of 
press releases and articles, grant applications, 
presentations for sponsors and official let-
ters, print tons of paper with flyers, monthly 
programmes and other PR materials, public 
presentations and personal messages to vari-
ous authorities. Public presentation is an art. 
Think about strong writers and presentators 
in the team. 

Thanks to a famous Slovak actor we managed to convince the media to report on our first big event.9

We served uncooled beer.8
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VIBRANT IDEAS 
The easiest way to start a cultural centre is to 
do engaging activities in an attractive loca-
tion that will motivate an audience, visitors, 
media, local community, donors and sponsors 
to support you. Vibrant ideas can naturally 
bring positive emotions. The question is how 
to find them? They are connected with your 
strong and long-term vision, your own moti-
vation and your unique philosophy of running  
a cultural centre. 

After several years of running our cultural cen-
tre in a small railway station we realized the 
need for a bigger space. The number of activi-
ties was growing and we had reached the limit 
of the original space. We did not have enough 
money to extend the existing building or build 
a new one. After two years of discussions about 
how to solve this problem, we found an idea 
for building a new theatre space for less than 
EUR 10,000. We got 3000 beer crates for free 
from a brewery and constructed a shell from 
them. We insulated it with 800 straw bales, 10 
m3 of wood and 60 OSB boards, 120 railway 
sleepers, 1 old shipping container, 2 lorries of 
clay, 12,000 nails, 1 km of screw-bars, 3,000 
wood and metal screws and other joining 
components, 120 volunteers’ hands and 5,000 
volunteers’ hours, all within three months. 
None of us had any previous experience with 
such construction methods before we started 
putting up the biggest straw bale building in 
Slovakia, and the first to be made from beer 
crates. However, the hands-on work led us for-
ward and the daily joint discussions helped to 
solve any questions and problems.

AUDIENCE 
DEVELOPMENT 
Audience and visitors need to be taken care 
of. You should know who your audience is 
– the people, their interests, their motiva-
tions, expectations and feedback. You should 
find answers to the questions – why are there 
not more people coming? What could the ob-
stacles to audiences entering our venue be? 
What can be done? There are many different 
groups that you could try to involve in your 
activities: schools, people with special needs 
or disabilities... 

After we had our own kids, we realised how 
baby-unfriendly our venue was before. It has 
changed. Now you can find a little playground 
in the yard, easily accessible children activities, 
an indoor children‘s corner with toys and cre-
ative possibilities, children‘s favourite items in 
the bar. We also transformed the bar to a non-
smoking space. It brought us a new audience 
– not only children, but also their parents. 

DO IT YOUR WAY 
There are so many books on the subject, try-
ing to capture a range of approaches, that it 
can be confusing. These books and the expe-
riences of other existing centres can serve as 
an inspiration, but the most valid way is to 
create your own management style. Every 
organisation is unique and original, and so 
should the way of running it be. There are also 
many theories and examples of excellent cul-
tural management. Rigid copying of existing 
models is a dead end. Create your unique way 
that responds to the reality you live in, step 
by step. You can get inspiration, but what is 
more important, is to create your own way of 
running a centre. 

You can have a look at Trans Europe Halles 
centres. They are a great source of experi-
ence. Some of the independent cultural spac-
es run according to a business model, others 
depend on public funding to some degree or 
are non-profit oriented. The chosen model 
should reflect your philosophy, opportunities 
and long-term vision. 
Nowadays there are  specialists for everything 
you want. Generally, we miss people with mul-
tiple skills. That is why your team should con-
sist of people with different and sometimes 
obscure educational backgrounds, interests 
and skills. The variety brings more opportu-
nities and solutions. Architecture has been 
stolen from us. You can no longer build your 
shelter yourself but find yourself lost in tons 
of bureaucratic paperwork.  Despite this, you 
have to try to work in a different way, and be-
cause of the lack of money, you do as many 
things as possible by yourselves. Recycle ma-
terials and ideas. DIY – Do It Yourself.

How to define the Stanica team’s spirit? Au-
dacity. The audacity to have an unrealistic vi-
sion. The audacity to believe in it. The audac-
ity to convince yourself and others that the 
impossible is possible. In fact, you could call it 
a combination of naivety and clear vision. We 
combine and balance it with values from the 
opposite end of the spectrum, such as humility 
and modesty. To learn from failure, you need 
a great deal of humility. Modesty is required 
for the long run. We never wanted results very 
fast, we believe in long-term engagement and 
devotion. Stanica is a long haul project. Our 
motivation focuses on far and hard-to-reach 
targets. Learning from failure is a stepping- 
and cornerstone of our progress. And failure 
forms a natural part of progress. The basic rule 
of success is that failure or rather the experi-
ence gained from failure, defines the organisa-
tional structure; like the principle of the Phoe-
nix – an ability to commit errors, to rise from 
the ashes and move on. 

Over �20 local volunteers helped us to 
build the S2 in � months.�0

The activities for kids brought us new 

audiences.��
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BUSINESS 
APPROACH 
Do not think only about art and social proj-
ects, think also about creating a business that 
can survive in the long run. Try to pinpoint the 
kinds of services or goods you produce and 
find out which of them you can sell. The venue 
and space that you run generates possibilities 
of renting to commercial bodies. A bar is a ne-
cessity. Try to use the space round the clock. 

The more beer we sell, the more money we can 
invest in arts. With this in mind, we vacated the 
gallery space in Stanica to have more room for 
the bar. The money we have generated through 
this “non-arts” act is going to be invested into 
the construction of a new gallery S3, made out 
of shipping containers. We are a non-profit or-
ganization but we do many business activities 
to generate our own income. Beside the bar, 
we are offering the following services: leas-
ing out our sound, light and projection equip-
ment; renting out the space for conferences 
and social events such as weddings; selling our 
art productions and co-productions of theatre 
pieces; running programmes for schools; or-
ganising markets... This means, that on some 
days our small building is used by various sub-
jects – schools watch a film in the morning, 
there is a business seminar during the day, the-
atre for children in the afternoon and a concert 
in the evening. The first two activities generate 
money that we need to pay for the theatre for 
children and the concert is paid for by tickets 
and the income generated by the bar. 

WIDER PERSPECTIVE 
Usually people focus so much on their project 
that they forget to look around. Map your en-
vironment. Each place needs different solu-
tions. Imagine yourself as a stranger coming 
to your venue and try to see it as it really is. 
Look at the map to see where your centre lies. 
Is it a capital city? Is it a small town or a vil-
lage? Is it easy to find? What is the whole lo-
cality around it about? Is it an industrial area 
or a historical one? Are there similar activities 
already or are you bringing a new approach 
into the locality? Is it a touristic place?   What 
is the town about? Each place is different and 
needs specific solutions. Do not copy an exist-
ing model, make your own. 

THE RIGHT PEOPLE 
AT THE RIGHT TIME 
The most important thing is not the way you do 
things, but who you are doing them with. It is al-
most impossible to run a cultural project alone. To 
run an independent cultural space is not easy. The 
right team is therefore the essence of success. If 
you have a team of the right people, who are aim-
ing for a common goal and are “multitaskers”, you 
do not have to need to rely on external people. 
However it is crucial to redistribute the responsi-
bilities from time to time. 
Maybe in the beginning, you start your project 
with a small number of people. If your activities are 
growing, you may need more people. Think twice 
about how far you want to expand. More people 
cost more money and more HR related issues, 
sometimes more tension between co-workers. 
Forget about a sprint, run a marathon. Any idea 
needs time to be realised. Do not expect quick 
results. Expect problems, lack of money, crises. 
If you have strong people in your team, you can 
overcome the obstacles. See problems as a natural 
part of any project and deal with them co-opera-
tively.

Marek Adamov, director and multitasker.� 2

Róbert Blaško. Are we crazy?��

An idea is not enough. Think about business too but people are most important.�4
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MAKING 
MISTAKES 
AND TAKING RISKS 
New ideas bring along risk and are worth taking 
a risk for. There is no success without mistakes. 
After making a mistake, you can either get frus-
trated or you can take it as an opportunity to 
learn a great deal from the experience. 
You have to remember that there is no triumph 
without loss. Any great idea carries with it  
a lot of enthusiasm in the beginning. However, it 
also brings a lot of work and a pile of problems. 
Moments of depression or a drop in the level of 
enthusiasm is only natural. It comes in cycles. 
Successful teams are those who can deal with 
hard times and who are able to continue and 
overcome the obstacles. 

When we fell in love with the railway station 
building, we were young and inexperienced. 
Many people told us that it was a wrong choice 
and that the place and the area were not right 
as they were too industrial, too far from the 
town centre. But we fell in love with it anyway 
and this love blinded us enough to overcome 
the obstacles. We made mistakes during our 
very first big event, which was a theatre proj-
ect opening, when we went over budget and 
ended up in the red. We decided to end up in 
debt rather than lower the quality of produc-
tion. It could have been our first and last fa-
tal mistake. But after several months we were 
awarded the European Cultural Foundation 
award “Enlargement of Minds” that was ac-
companied by exactly the amount of money 
needed to pay the debts.  

THE POWER OF FUN 
It has been scientifically proven that the pres-
ence of fun in a working environment can en-
hance productivity of a team by 30 percent. Joy 
is therefore a very important element of work. If 
the amusement is missing, you should ask your-
self, whether the project is worth doing. At the 
same time, the only way to find out is to follow 
it through. 

ASK 
YOUR-
SELVES

Sometimes you need to ask yourself the right ques-
tion instead of searching for the right answer. 

Why am I doing it? 

What is my true motivation? 

Who am I doing it for? 

What is my goal or mission? 

How do I see this centre in �0 or 20 years? 

Where do I see myself in 20 years? 

How can I involve as many people as possible in 
my activities? 

Who is my audience (their age, sex, social back-
ground, interests)? Do I really know them? 

Is the venue and its location right for my activities? 

Are the conditions in our building right for our ac-
tivities? 

How do visitors feel when they enter our venue?
Do the building and the outside space have the 
right size? May I develop it in the future?

SWOT questions: What are our natural Strengths? 
What are our Weaknesses? What are the Oppor-
tunities connected to my project? What are the 
Threats and fears? 

What is the motivation of people to work for the 
project? 

Do other people in the team consider it their proj-
ect too or it is just a project of my own? 

How are the decisions taken?  

How big do I want this project to grow? 

Opening of Stanica in 200�. The fun helped us to survive.�5 
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