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Anything but a small cog in a big machine 
 
At the heart of Slovenia’s capital city Ljubljana lies the arts and socio-cultural centre ‘Rog’. 
Ten years ago, politically engaged artists and students occupied the site of the former 
factory. Now city hall wants to tear down part of the complex and transform it into a 
commercial art & culture centre. The squatters are fighting back.   
 
 
Fabrics and a trapeze are suspended from the ceiling. Balancing on a big sphere, an artist is slowly 
moving through the room to the sound of a piano and double bass while Indian juggling clubs are 
flying through the air. ‘Cirkusarna’ is a place open for acrobatic performances, workshops, and 
everyone who enjoys improvisation. Sculptures and murals can be found in every corner of the three 
storey main building and its smaller side buildings. From the upper floors, windows mended in a 
makeshift manner, look out onto a wide courtyard with the “Socialni Centre Rog” (Social Centre Rog) 
and a little garden with benches and chairs. From the roof of the former factory the view extends 
from Slovenia’s capital city, its castle, and the elegant restored old town over buildings made from 
prefab slabs to the distant mountains. The river Ljubljanica, meanders past the 7000 square meter 
site of Rog. 
 
But this idyllic scene is deceptive. As early as June the first buildings are due to be torn down. In the 
meantime, 15 different collectives who are trying to prevent this are seeking dialogue with the 
decision making authorities. They have put together a varied cultural program in order to 
demonstrate what an enormous loss the city would suffer if the occupied factory buildings were to 
be demolished. 
 
From leather to wheel to art 
  
The site, which was first occupied 10 years ago, looks back on a long history. Ivan Janesh bought 
the land in 1871 and built a tannery. In 1900 it was passed on to Karel Pollak who continuously 
modernised and extended the production site. The factory produced mainly leather goods for Army 
and Navy, which were sold to many European countries. In 1937 the company went bankrupt and 
was bought by Indus, another tannery. Indus continued trading during WW2 until 1945, when the 
owners were expropriated and the leather factory was nationalised. In the fifties the factory was 
transformed into a production site for ‘Rog’ (meaning horn) bicycles and by the mid-eighties the 
successful company produced 350.000 bikes a year, which were not only sold in Yugoslavia but also 
in places as far away as the USA and China. In 1991, due to high logistical costs, production was 
moved from the heart of Ljubljana to the industrial area at the outskirts of the city. For fifteen years 
the old factory remained vacant. 
 
Initially the intention was to divide the site up for further industrial use with alternative uses also being 
discussed. This started the process of re-privatisation. In 1998 Rog was declared a national heritage 
site. Two years later, the Peace Institute of Ljubljana proposed Rog as a venue for fine arts, dance, 
music and theatre whilst undertaking a research project into cultural sites.  As a result, Rog became 
the venue for the ‘4th International Festival for Young Artists’ and the ‘17th Biennale for Industrial 
Design’. The process of re-privatisation was completed when LB-Hypo-Bank bought the site in 2001. 



The drawing up of a new site plan led to a new initiative for the regeneration of the area around Rog. 
The city Ljubljana consequently bought back the lease for the factory in 2002 but, due to a squeeze 
in finances, the first plans for renovation had to be postponed. 
In March 2006 a group of political engaged students, artists and others occupied the site. They 
wanted to create an autonomous cultural centre, which, in contrast to the already existing ‘Metelkova’ 
(Jungle World 38/2011), would not only bring more clubs and bars to the area but would also serve 
as a place for political and cultural exchange. That year Zoran Janković was to become elected 
mayor of Ljubljana. In an effort to help his election campaign, Jankovic held initial negotiations with 
the occupants and offered them a contract for temporary use for social and cultural work in line with 
official policies. City hall never signed the contract. In 2012 Janković started another term in office 
as mayor of Ljubljana.  

First Lines 

Andrej Kurnik, lecturer for political sciences at the Faculty for Social Sciences was part of the 
autonomous centre right from the start. He recounts how, shortly after the occupation, the first 
“Skupščiina” (general meeting) was called which was attended by roughly 150 people. An offer was 
made to a diversity of groups and individuals to use the site for cultural-and art projects. The ‘Socialni 
Center Rog’ was formed by an initiative, which was dedicated to reappraise the history of the 
‘Izbrisani’ (Erased), who had lost their legal status in1991 after Slovenia split from the Socialist 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. Further down the line, the Social Centre became an important space 
and meeting point for the integration of Bosnian refugees.  

Bit by bit, the large three storey factory building at the centre of Rog, where bicycles were once 
made, started filling up. Artists put up partitions in order to create small studios which could be heated 
with stoves and used generators, car batteries and solar panels to produce electricity, which had 
been cut off.  The water supply has continued throughout the years; although to this day, maintaining 
the sanitary installations has been a big challenge. At times there was conflict with individuals who 
used the building as a private residence or for drug dealing which was against the principles agreed 
at the first general assembly. Regular meetings were held to help facilitate common projects and 
resolve conflict.  

In 2006 a group of young artists formed the artist collective ‘Artgroup RGB’ and in 2007 the 
interdisciplinary art collective ‘Cirkulacija’ was born. ‘Cafe Trotzky’ the ‘Radical Education Collective’ 
and the feminist festival ‘Rdeče Zore’ (Red Zora), were amongst other important initiatives that gave 
life to Rog. 

Room for Movement 

Today, 25 artists working across different disciplines have their studios at ‘Rog’. In addition there are 
three galleries, ‘KjubVsemu’, ‘Boris’ and Zelenica’. The latter was opened by Danilo Milovanović in 
October 2015. The 23 year old had been working at Rog since 2012 where he discovered a room 
for his diploma exhibition, which had been vacant for nearly 4 years. He renovated the space, 
installed a stove, and transformed it into a gallery, which has been hosting monthly exhibitions and 
readings ever since. 

Tatiana Kocmur, an art student, set up ‘Studio 10’ in 2012. “The third floor wasn’t as busy at that 
time” says the artist who grew up in Argentina. In 2014, the artists Francisco Tomsich (Uruguay), 
Damian Vega (Spain) and Otto Urpelainen (Finnland) moved into ‘Studio 10’. Thanks to the many 
foreign guests and Erasmus students, Rog is a place for lively international exchange. Many artists 
make use of the materials from this industrial environment. Their installations often incorporate 
recycled things like old bicycle tyres, cardboard boxes, bits of old wood and spare parts.  

Loud dragging and clicking noises come from the back of the factory complex, which is to this day 
the site of Europe’s biggest indoor skate park. Skaters come from all over Europe to Ljubljana, to 
take part in international skating- conventions and jams. On the second and third floor of the main 
building two breakdance crews have established themselves. They have been training there for the 



past eight years and have started a club named Gor. A venue away from the factory site where they 
hold breakdance workshops for young people has recently been made available to them by the city.  

’SistersPlace’, started by Sarah Brizani, is located on the upper floor. Its main aim is to promote 
women from the breakdance scene. Another place to burn energy is the indoor football pitch on the 
second floor of the main building where Kung Fu training and Tai Chi are also taking place. 

The ‘Koncerta Dvorana’ (concert hall) where regular concerts have been taking place since 2008 
attracts many young people. Jasmin Pervanič has been part of the organising team for nine years: 
“When I came to the concert hall, people were working hard to build a minimal cultural establishment 
in an abandoned place. The most important concept is to cater for everybody without having to 
charge entrance fees and to be able to operate independently using all available resources. One 
has to work hard in order to achieve a high standard.” He operates a small internet portal with a 
small team of ten where bands from all over the world can apply for gigs. “We receive up to 40 
enquiries a week” says Pervanič. 

Rog in Transition 

Three new cultural initiatives, ‘Živko Skvotec’, ‘Modri Kot’ and circus ‘Cirkusarna’ have emerged 
during the last two years. This has brought in a new generation and let to a revitalisation of public 
cultural events such as readings, film screenings and political discussions. In 2013, Izidor Barsi and 
a group of 60, made up of humanities students and Radio Študent workers, were searching for a 
venue where they could hold independent reading seminars. Their plan, to occupy an empty building, 
failed due to a lack of interest by city hall. Personal contacts finally led to an offer of some empty 
rooms at Rog. “And so we came to occupy an occupied factory” remembers Barsi with a smile. They 
held weekly Philosophy seminars for the following three years. A group of photographers replaced 
the roof of a building at the back of the yard and renovated a few rooms. They created a kind of 
‘living room’ for readings and music events, The ‘Modri Kot’ (Blue Corner). It offers an experimental 
music and literature program. The circus came soon after. 

Following last year’s escalation at the border to Croatia, the social centre is now supporting asylum 
seekers all over Slovenia. Monthly cultural events have been taking place since November. 
Volunteers of ‘Fronta brez meja’ (Frontier without borders), which was founded in 2015, organise 
demonstrations, international seminars, and English and Slovenian language courses. Safiullah 
bead from Afghanistan gives lessons Farsi in order to help with communication. In addition, a weekly 
art workshops and ‘Café International’ are being held where locals and migrants have the opportunity 
to meet. Volunteers help asylum seekers with their asylum claims. 

Demolition with Consequences 

As activities at Rog are increasing, city hall is showing renewed interest in the site. In June, the art 
studio ‘Samorog’ (unicorn) is to be demolished as planning permission will run out on June 14th. The 
eviction order is already on the table. Three buildings are to be reduced to rubble and the three 
storey main building is scheduled for renovation. The city refuses to say what is going to happen to 
the current users. Within the framework of a partnership between state and private sector, the site 
is to be transformed into ‘Rog Contemporary Arts Centre’, comprising of 1900 square metres of 
exhibition space, 3400 square metres of production site, artist-studios and accommodation, 
commercial galleries, seminar rooms, a multimedia library, and commercial spaces such as parking, 
bars, restaurants, shops and hotels and apartments. The emphasis lies on commercial use.  

In 2008, the architects practice MX-SI from Barcelona, won the public competition for modernisation, 
held by the city administration of Ljubljana. But the city doesn’t seem to have found any investors 
yet. In 2010 Ljubljana took part in a Central European project called ‘Second Chance’, for which the 
former factory Rog was used as case study. The projects aim is to develop strategies and concepts 
for turning the site into a cultural attraction for the city. 



The question is, is this is really necessary. Since Slovenia became a member of the European Union, 
more and more tourists are coming to Ljubljana and the city centre shines like no other in Eastern 
Europe whilst cultural life is driven to the outskirts. With a minimum wage of 3.90 Euro per hour 
hardly anyone can afford to live in the centre anymore. Janković, the mayor of Ljubljana, has 
demonstrated in several cases how EU money for building projects can be wasted on nepotism. 

But the resistance of the Rog-occupiers and their supporters is strong since city hall published 
detailed plans in February. In March they staged a three week long cultural program to mark the 
tenth anniversary of the occupation. The motto was ‘Rog, your best neighbour - already with you for 
ten years’, a reference to an old advertising slogan for the supermarket chain Mercator (Zoran 
Janković once was its director). 

Rastko Pečar is an architecture student at the University of Ljubljana and has been actively engaged 
with Rog since 2008, first at the social centre then and later with Živko Skvotec and Modri Kot. The 
theme for his dissertation is the neglect of social aspects in architecture. By trying to initiate dialogue 
with the support of Skupščina through numerous initiatives like guided tours of Rog for, and a survey 
amongst local residents, he wants to show critics what really happens between the walls of Rog and 
what loss of cultural life its demolition would cause. In April a symposium was held on the roof of the 
main building to which representatives of the city administration were invited. Through close 
collaboration with Radio Študent and journalists of other media the aim is to draw attention to the 
lack of independent cultural organisations. 

For May 25th, ‘Youth Day’ and national holiday of the former Yugoslavia in honour of the birthday of 
Josip Broz Tito, a big a demonstration against the demolition is planned. But in other ways too, the 
occupiers don’t allow themselves to be discouraged. They are planning numerous renovation works 
like the expansion of the sanitary installations. In July Rog wants to open its doors for the street 
theatre festival Ana Desetnica 

Further information at: tovarna.org 
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