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COLLABORATIVE MURAL PAINTING TEACHING EXPERIENCE IN BULGARIA 

 
 
I. Introduction: Fulbright Experience In Bulgaria 

 
On a snowing February day in 2010 I arrived in the city of Sofia, Bulgaria to teach mural 
painting at the National Academy of Art for my five-month Fulbright U.S. Scholarship Program 
lecturing award. I selected Bulgaria as my host country in my 2009-10 Fulbright U.S. 
Scholarship Program application because of its rich mural painting culture. I also want to create a 
collaborative mural dedicated to the cultural exchange in a traditional mural painting program in 
Bulgaria. For more than sixty years since its establishment in 1946 under legislation initiated by 
the Senator J. William Fulbright of Arkansas, the Fulbright Program has sponsored programs 
that endeavor to promote mutual understanding and respect between the people of America and 
the people of other nations. I was inspired by Senator J. William Fulbright's vision for the 
Fulbright Program:  

"Our future is not in the stars but in our own minds and hearts. Creative leadership and 
liberal education, which in fact go together, are the first requirements for a hopeful future 
for humankind. Fostering these – leadership, learning, and empathy between cultures – 
was and remains the purpose of the international scholarship program with an immodest 
aim—the achievement in international affairs of a regime more civilized, rational and 
humane than the empty system of power of the past. I believed in that possibility when I 
began. I still do." (Fulbright, 1967) 
 

My own vision of public art and belief in collaborative and inclusive learning are based on my 
personal experience as a teaching artist with a physical disability. I wear a leg brace as a result of 
polio that I contracted at one year old. Psychologically, the oppressive and exclusive experience 
has become a driving force in my advocacy for collaborative and inclusive mural painting. 
Becoming a Fulbrighter meant I had obligations and opportunities to promote mutual 
understanding and respect for differences between people, cultures and nations. It was this 
reason that I was assigned to take over Professor Roujko Cheleblev's mural painting class that 
spring semester. 
 
II. Challenges of Teaching Collaborative Mural Painting in Bulgaria 
 

Although I know that each new mural project I undertake will be different from the last, 
the beginning of any collaborative community mural is almost always the same – distrust from 
the participants – and this was the case in Bulgaria as well. In general, my experience is that 
participants don't believe they will be able to complete the project (no matter how persuasive my 
lectures are) and that they are always surprised when the project is successfully concluded. The 
quality and expression of each mural may be different, but the impact on the participating 
individuals and the community is similar. A collaborative mural brings a sense of belonging, 
ownership and pride to that unique community. It gives an opportunity for each community 
member to learn about themselves and each other, to interact with and trust each other, and to 



 3 

close the distance between each other within the community. As Philadelphia Mural Arts 
Program founder, Jane Golden (2002, p.11) noted in her preface in the book Philadelphia Murals 
and The Stories They Tell, has described the challenge of community mural: 

'This is not to say that murals come easily – far from it. More often, they are the end 
product of hours of negotiation, a dynamic balance of diverse forces that find temporary 
resolution in the image that goes up on the wall. When the mural is completed, the artist, 
community, and funder move on, caught up in their respective lives. But that one moment 
when they all came together is preserved on the wall, vibrating with the positive force of 
their collective energy.'  

 
Despite these commonalities between projects, I knew that teaching Bulgarian undergraduate 
mural painting majors would be different from teaching my general education designated mural 
design course at the University of Pittsburgh at Bradford, a liberal arts university deep in the 
woods of Pennsylvania's Allegheny National Forest. At Pitt-Bradford the most common reason 
students sign up for my mural design class is to fulfill their general education requirement. They 
often have little or no art background or interest in art at all. During the semester, as they learn 
how to work in a collaborative setting, they also learn about the history of mural painting 
through art history lectures and about the design concepts and painting techniques from me and 
by working with other students in the class. They build their confidence in mural design and 
painting simply through active involvement in the mural painting process and with the help of 
digital photography and imaging technology. Students create their own meaning and build their 
knowledge through this collaborative learning and teaching process.  
 
In contrast to my American students, I quickly realized that the juniors in my Bulgarian mural 
painting class were already experienced and skilled artists with proven ability in rendering 
realistic paintings and drawings. Their mural painting training at the Academy focused on 
traditional, professional, and individual mural production. As part of this training, students are 
required to study a wide range of mural painting techniques, including fresco, secco, sgraffito, 
mosaics, and stained glass, and execute their individual mural project all by themselves from 
design to finish. They had been trained to trust themselves and depend on their own abilities and 
talents in the individual execution of mural design and painting.  
 
The Academy's approach to solo mural painting is much different from my mural painting course 
objectives which emphasize collective mural design development, collaborative painting 
execution, and a constructivist learning experience. Each mural painting participant soon comes 
to realize that the challenge in a collaborative mural painting program is ensuring individual 
accountability while building group interdependence. Despite their prior experience with mural 
painting and excellent artistic skills, this was a lesson my Bulgarian students had to learn. 
 
Specifically, it was a challenge for my independently trained Bulgarian juniors to figure out a 
collective expression for this collaborative mural project. It was also difficult for them to work 
with others without any dispute during the mural design and painting execution stages of this 
project. They had difficulty finding a common thread to integrate all their diverse ideas and 
artistic expressions. Each of them came with different backgrounds and beliefs about mural 
painting and they had conflicting ideas about what our mural theme should be. Some believed 
that we should set up a competition to choose the best individual design. Others suggested that 
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we should divide the best mural design into sections and each student would be responsible for 
painting that section only.  
 
At points, I was almost persuaded to give up the ideals of this collaborative mural painting 
course. Undoubtedly, it might be easier to produce nine individual murals than one collaborative 
mural, but I reminded myself that the meaning of a collaborative mural project is more than just 
a showcase of technical skills or artistic design, but also a unique art experience generated by 
participating individuals to create something greater than themselves. I knew that teaching my 
independent-minded Bulgarian students the process of collaborative mural painting would not 
only require my social skills and leadership but also their willingness to engage with the ideals of 
the Fulbright Program in learning, exchange, and empathy between cultures and apply this 
understanding to the challenges they were to face working on this project. 
 
III. Generating Communication Through an Online Discussion Forum  
 
After the first three classes of introduction to the American mural art movement and discussions 
about the major themes for this collaborative mural project, we finally came to the conclusion 
that the theme of this mural should be about the cultural and artistic similarities between 
Bulgaria and America. We would emphasize the visual arts and letters rather than performing 
arts, since the mural site was located in the National Academy of Art. We all agreed that without 
the support of the Fulbright Program in educational exchange and mural painting materials, there 
would be no collaborative mural in the Academy. Therefore, the theme for this mural should 
honor the cultural exchange between two nations. During this discussion the students slowly 
came to understand that the success of this collaborative mural depended on building trust 
between all the participants. And, I knew that supporting communication between participants 
and developing a trustful setting for discussion were the key factors in fostering collaborative 
learning between my Bulgarian students.  
 
To this end, I set up an online Gmail blog discussion platform, the "Bulgarian-American Mural 
Painting 2010 Discussion Forum," shown in Figure 1. The Gmail blog was similar to the 
"Blackboard" – an online comprehensive teaching and learning platform used by the University 
of Pittsburgh. This online discussion forum was designed to encourage participating students to 
engage in after-class discussion and idea sharing, and to promote individual responsibility during 
the project. Through this online blog forum, I posted the supplementary information related to 
American mural art history, mural organizations, mural painting programs in U.S. colleges and 
universities, mural art supplies venders and funding resources, and examples of outstanding 
contemporary American muralists. This useful and practical information was welcomed by most 
of my Bulgarian students. 
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Figure 1: Bulgarian-American Mural Painting 2010 Discussion Forum, set up by Prof. Kong Ho 

in February 2010, viewed 7 July 2010. 
http://bamuralpainting.blogspot.com/2010/07/announcement-35-more-mural-opening.html 

 
At the same time, I provided additional instructions, guidelines, and study guides for them to 
focus on. This included discussions about mural ideas, collaborative research for mural images, 
and issues of time management. It was also a way to help them organize their thoughts through 
writing blog journals and commenting on the posted discussions. This online discussion forum 
proved to be an effective tool to promote mutual understanding and respect between professor 
and students. Because this blog was designed for the project participants, but not the general 
public, my students were empowered to share their thoughts about our collaborative mural in an 
intimate and friendly setting. In the end, online discussions were key to closing the gap between 
art teaching and learning and in encouraging communication between class meetings.   
 
IV. Integrating Individual Ideas to Form a Collective Mural Design 
 
During this design phase I realized just how challenging it was for my Bulgarian students to 
work with others in a team painting process. It was the first time they had to share their opinions 
and values with others while designing a mural and it was not always easy for some of them to 
accept that their peers' ideas were as strong as or stronger than their own. With the help of the 
digital imaging software Adobe Photoshop I could incorporate the digital photos collected by my 
first tour of Sofia and the images provided by my Bulgarian students into our collaborative mural 
design by projecting the initial mural composition during the class. The digital imaging 
technology provided a collaborative platform for us to make spontaneous changes of the image 
size, placement, orientation, color and opacity adjustment, and layer arrangement. We could 
transform the selected images by resizing, rotating, flipping, overlapping, or distorting instantly. 
It was a new experience for my Bulgarian students to use imaging software to compose the mural 
design collectively because they were trained in a traditional drawing curriculum, which required 
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them to prepare their mural designs or proposals all by hand. Certainly, the Adobe Photoshop 
helped them share ideas and come to consensus more easily. 
 
After several thorough and vigorous class discussions and democratic selections, we finally came 
up with a final collective design, shown in Figure 2. It was a long, frustrating process to come to 
consensus on the design. At one point, we had included several significant Bulgarian individuals 
in our mural design, including the eccentric artist Christo, the inventors John Vincent Atanasoff, 
and the sumo wrestler Mahlyanov Kaloyan Stefanov (Milner & Paromita 2005, p. 23). Our mural 
design discussion sometimes went off track from the cultural exchange theme to the debates 
about American foreign policy and capitalism. Some students asserted that this mural should 
showcase the cultural heritage of both nations, while others insisted on highlighting the past 
glory of Bulgars. It was at this time that I came to understand that teaching mural painting to 
these technically skilled students was less about teaching them how to paint a mural, and more 
about facilitating direct communication, mutual understanding, respectful exchange, and 
interdependent relationships between participating individuals in a particular community.  
 
Eventually, we came to a mutual agreement that we would keep the Statue of Liberty on the top 
right corner overlaid with the ancient decorative Bulgarian Cyrillic text to signify the origin of 
Liberty Statue, which laid a long relationship between American and European cultures. The 
Liberty Statue was tattooed with decorative Cyrillic letter "B" and Cola-Coca sign on both 
cheeks representing the mutual respect of freedom in both cultures. In the bottom left corner of 
the mural, there was the bronze lion statue, the Unknown Soldier memorial, embossed with the 
Cyrillic alphabet stood for a culture built by so many unknown individuals rather than few 
emperors or presidents. At the bottom of the mural, the silhouettes of ten participating students 
and myself merged with the colorful geometrical textile pattern which appear in both Bulgarian 
and Native American crafts. At the center of the design were two larger silhouettes, inserted 
separately with Bulgarian and American flag designs, and served as the symbols of two 
countries. The inverted image of the modern statue of St. Sophia monument on the left upper 
portion of the mural contrasted with the ancient double-headed bird symbol of Bulgaria and the 
ancient Bulgarian golden deer-shape artifact at the lower right portion. 
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Figure 2: Final mural design of Bulgarian-American Cultural Mural, produced collaboratively by 

9 Bulgarian undergraduate students with major in mural painting, 1 Ph.D. candidate and Prof. 
Kong Ho in the end of April 2010. 

 
V. Introducing New Mural Painting Material and Techniques 
 
With the design finalized, the whole mural was divided into nine square sections with the 
approximate dimension of 5 feet by 5 feet and each participating student was responsible for 
painting their assigned section as well as assisting others. Our mural site presented some 
challenges which included a metal door in the middle of the mural wall which was 13.6 feet 
square and located at the high-travel corridor of the north building of the National Academy of 
Art. The chosen mural site was the entrance to the mural painting studios and with a long 
corridor at the front, which provides a good viewing space for the mural. However, this meant it 
would be impossible to set up a scaffold in front of the mural wall for several months because it 
would block access to other mural painting studios behind this mural wall. We also had to deal 
with two different surfaces, plaster-primed wall and enamel-printed metal door, and only water-
based acrylic paints to work with. So, instead of painting the mural directly onto the mural wall 
and door, we painted the mural on ploytab non-woven fabric, like canvas, which I specially 
shipped from the States through the Fulbright program. This flexible mural fabric was new to my 
Bulgarian students and gave us the opportunity to paint mural indoors without worrying about 
outdoor weather conditions. It also helped lower the cost for scaffold rental and speeded up the 
mural production time. Moreover, the students enjoyed the flexibility of this mural fabric which 
could be hung up onto the studio wall easily with only several piece of masking tape, shown in 
Figure 3.  
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Figure 3: Mural painting stage of Bulgarian-American Cultural Mural in the National Academy 
of Art, Sofia, Bulgaria. The recognized students in the picture (left to right) are Elena Ignatieva, 

Iva Todorova, and Ema Trifonova. (Photo credit: Kong Ho) 
 
VI. Execution of Collaborative Mural Painting 
 
During the execution stage, my role changed from teaching artist to team player. I painted with 
my students on their individual section and demonstrated how to work with acrylic paints and gel 
medium, with which they had less experience. I became their mentor and American-Chinese 
friend. We talked and shared our differences and commonalities in art, life, and values during our 
painting sessions, shown in Figure 4. This was the first time for them to work as a group together 
in the same studio because there was not enough studio space in the Academy and they usually 
produced their work at their own apartments or houses. We often went out to have coffee or beer 
after studio time, and I even joined them for a peaceful student protest against increasing student 
college tuition close to the end of the semester. I started to feel that the distance between teacher 
and student, foreigner and localist, American and Bulgarian, had started to close.  
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Figure 4: Mural painting stage of Bulgarian-American Cultural Mural in the National Academy 
of Art, Sofia, Bulgaria. The recognized students in the picture (left to right) are Stefan Krustev, 

Stefan Ivanov, and Elena Ignatieva. (Photo credit: Kong Ho) 
 
From the beginning of our semester I knew it was not easy for my Bulgarian students to work as 
a team on this project. Some of them, just like some American students, found all sort of excuses 
for not attending the mural painting sessions because they like to work independently. They 
formed small groups within themselves. Sometimes they fought over who should paint that 
overlapping section, or who made the mistake on that particular area. Usually, when I heard them 
speaking in Bulgarian, then I knew they were arguing. I tried to work in between the groups and 
painted the part which they thought was most difficult or the cause of argument, shown in Figure 
5. When they saw me painting quietly, they would settle down and started painting with me 
again. I believe that the best way to teach is to set yourself as an example and, sometimes, just 
working with my students side by side was better pedagogy than lecturing them. 
 

 



 10 

Figure 5: Mural painting stage of Bulgarian-American Cultural Mural in the National Academy 
of Art, Sofia, Bulgaria. The recognized students and teaching artist in the picture (left to right) 

are Stefan Krustev, Stefan Ivanov, and Prof. Kong Ho. (Photo credit: Elena Ignatieva) 
 

VII. Installing the Mural Fabric onto the Wall and Door 
 

After struggling for studio space and time in the process of completing this first collaborative 
mural at the Academy, we were able to get most of the nine mural sections done by the middle of 
June. We joined the upper, middle, and bottom three mural sections together in order to retouch 
and unify the colors on the overlapping areas. The students and I were excited to install the mural 
fabrics onto the mural wall and door. We set up the scaffold and cleaned the wall surface before 
painting the acrylic gel as wallpaper glue to install the first upper right mural section, as shown 
in Figure 6.  
 

 
Figure 6: Mural installation stage of Bulgarian-American Cultural Mural in the National 

Academy of Art, Sofia, Bulgaria. The recognized students and teaching artist in the picture (left 
to right) are Ani Kazirian, Albina Koparanova, and Prof. Kong Ho. (Photo credit: Elena 

Ignatieva) 
 
After the first upper row was done, the rest of the installation was more manageable even we had 
to cut the fabric into small sections to install on the metal door surface and door frame. We spent 
one day installing the whole mural. At the end of the day, we took a memorable group photo 
together in front of the newly installed mural, shown in Figure 7. The happiness that emerged 
from individual facial expressions and gestures in this group photo suggested we had 
accomplished something greater than ourselves. We had made a difference in each other's lives 
and I was sure that my Bulgarian students finally understand the meaning of collaborative mural 
painting.  
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Figure 7: A group picture of participating students and teaching artist in front of the just installed 

Bulgarian-American Cultural Mural in the National Academy of Art, Sofia, Bulgaria. The 
recognized students and teaching artist in the picture (left to right) are Prof. Kong Ho, Setfan 

Krustev, Ani Kazirian, Elena Ignatieva, Albina Koparanova, Stefan Ivanov, and Emo Purvanov. 
(Photo credit: Anelia Aleksandrova) 

 
VIII. Conclusion 
 
The rest of week, we worked together in refining the details of the mural and adjusting the colors 
on the joint sections of mural fabrics. After we varnished the whole mural with gel medium, we 
shared our experiences during our final assessment and reflection session. It was wonderful to 
realize how much my Bulgarian students had changed during those five months, how they valued 
their trust towards each other, how they benefited from this Fulbright exchange program, and 
how they saw the world beyond Bulgaria.  
 
The changes of my Bulgarian students were from the inside out, and included a new willingness 
to work with others, an increased openness to new ideas and technologies, and a new 
understanding of the benefits of collaboration and individual accountability. It was each of us 
who chose to transgress the Bulgarian tradition of mural painting – a solo masterpiece of a single 
famous artist – and allowed others to participate and to share the moment when we stood back 
from our complete mural, in the kind of transcendent self-loss that only artists know. Without 
this cultural exchange offered by the Fulbright Program, we would still be thinking we knew our 
cultures, values, and national beliefs. The process of creating a mural collaboratively gave us not 
only a colorful mural, but also a unique opportunity to understand each other. Undoubtedly, 
Fulbright Program provided us some distances from our own cultures and gave us a better 
perspective to see ourselves in the context of our interchanging cultures and changing world. 
With social, political and economic ties between nations fluctuating dramatically on almost a 
daily basis, I believe in the mission and imperative of the Fulbright Program to support the 
development of global awareness and multi-cultural understanding. 
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During the mural opening ceremony and reception at the end of June 2010, we acknowledged the 
support from the Bulgarian-American Fulbright Commission, the U.S. Embassy in Bulgaria, the 
Mural Painting Department. Our completed collaborative cultural mural, shown in Figure 8, not 
only showcased the meaningful exchange of cultures between two nations through art education, 
but also the significant milestone of collaborative mural art learning in Bulgaria.  
 

 
Figure 8: Bulgarian-American Cultural Mural, 13.6 feet high by 13.6 feet wide, in the National 
Academy of Art, Sofia, Bulgaria, produced by 10 Bulgarian students and Prof. Kong Ho in the 

summer of 2010 (Photo credit: Kong Ho) 
 
Undoubtedly, the most effective art education pedagogy is to set yourself as an example for your 
students, shown in Figure 7. Through actual participation in the collaborative teaching and 
learning curriculum or community art project, the boundary between instructor and learners 
becomes indistinct. Students gain valuable knowledge and skills via hands-on experience and 
interaction with others. Digital technology and Internet communication provide means for the 
students with different backgrounds to be included in community art projects regardless of their 
talents, knowledge and abilities. Students are no longer just art learners but also art creators. 
Mural painting, as a part of collaborative studio-practice, will be created by community 
members, appreciated by community and supported by community. Mural or any public art will 
no longer be admired only by a small group of people, but be truly enjoyed by the community. 
 
In the 21st century, methods of art education and collaborative learning discourse is changing 
and the focus is shifting from one-way transmission of knowledge, as from instructors to 
learners, to two-way collaborative teaching and learning among instructors and learners. As 
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educators, Elizabeth Barkley, K. Cross and Claire Major (2005, p. xi) noted in their preface in 
their book Collaborative Learning Techniques, have described research in collaborative learning: 

'First, the predominant conclusion from a half-century of research is that teachers cannot 
simply transfer knowledge to students. Students must build their own minds through a 
process of assimilating information into their own understandings. Meaningful and 
lasting learning occurs through personal, active engagement.'  
 

Digital mural design and collaborative mural painting set a platform for contemporary 
collaborative and innovative art education. Collaboration depends on good communication, 
while interactivity provides better understanding. In the end, all collaborative projects rely on 
individual responsiveness. No matter how advance our technology will be in the future, we are 
still living in a community of people. The value of mural art is not just based on its aesthetic 
value or size, but also its influence to the society and the people living in that community. 
 
As I walk through the studio and watch my U.S. painting students at work after returning back to 
Pitt-Bradford, I feel that Sofia does not seem so far away to me anymore. I still remember the 
faces of my ten Bulgarian students, including Anelia Aleksandrova, Elena Ignatieva, Stefan 
Ivanov, Ani Kazirian, Albina Koparanova, Stefan Krustev, Dennis Marinov, Emo Purvanov, Iva 
Todorova, and Ema Trifonova, their voices, their laughs as well as their arguing sound in 
Bulgarian, from the deep of my mind. I believe that art serves as an international language which 
blends us together and that this memorable collaborative art experience in Bulgaria truly 
transgressed geographic boundaries, language barriers, racial differences, and cultural identities.  
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