A charged political climate,
and a new community
of engaged young artists
have turned Athens into
a thriving arts hub. Now
this historic capital hopes
to build on new-found fame
to cement its reputation
as a cultural leader
Words⁄Vas Panagiotopoulos
! Photography⁄Daniel Stier
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THE POET Danae Sioziou
“Athens is a labyrinth of chaos, failures,
nightmares and agony, but also of
beauty and creative freedom,” says
30-year-old Sioziou, one of the many
young Greeks who have gravitated
to the capital in recent years. A poet
who published her first book, Useful
Children’s Toys, last year, she says the
Athenian art scene is more inclusive
and out-there than other cities. That’s
largely thanks to the political climate,

aucepans aren’t usually part of
the show at Athens’ high-brow
Conservatoire. Nonetheless, the
well-dressed crowd nod sagely as the
pots are bashed about in a surprisingly
good approximation of a drum kit. Nearby a
grey-haired musician is strumming a lounge chair,
guitar strings attached to its arms, while another
conjures an anarchic but mesmerising sound from a
large wooden table that’s been strung like a santouri.
It’s all part of Music Room, a piece of performance
art by Turkish artist Nevin Aladağ in which
furniture and household appliances have been
transformed into instruments. This avant-garde
performance is itself part of Documenta 14, the
major art festival that took place in the Greek capital
this spring – an event that cemented the city’s
reputation name as an emerging creative centre.
While ancient Athens had quite the reputation as
a creative hotspot, in modern times the city hasn’t
been known as a major art capital – until now. Over

which provides abundant material
to draw on, and an interested and
engaged cultural audience. Poetry,
in particular, is thriving in the age
of austerity. “The opening of new
publishing houses and literary journals
in the last few years has provided
escape routes for people whose work

the past decade, the city’s art scene has developed
into one of the world’s most diverse and exciting,
leading media to peg it as the “New Berlin”. It’s easy
to see where the comparison comes from – Athens
has a new generation of artists engaged with current
issues and producing avant-garde work – but the city
is nevertheless unlike anywhere else in the world.
“Athens is completely diﬀerent from any other
European capital,” says Paki Vlassopoulou, a local
artist and co-founder of self-funded, self-managed
project space 3 137, which opened its doors in the
politically charged neighbourhood of Exarcheia in
2012. “It has Middle Eastern elements and is chaotic
[but also] provides certain western standards of
comfort and safety.”
As a result, alongside many promising Greek
artists – Antonia Papatzanaki, Lydia Venieri
and Stelios Faitakis are a few key examples – an
increasing number of foreign creatives are coming
to Athens, inspired by its anarchic urban landscape
and other attractive factors. “The mix of the weather,
the food, the landscape, the way the city has »

would otherwise remain unpublished,”
she explains.

“Athens is
a labyrinth
of chaos,
failures...
beauty and
creative
freedom”

Clockwise from top⁄
Ancient ruins above
Athens; the sprawling city;
graffiti-covered buildings
below the Parthenon;
Part of Daniel Knorr’s
Materialization (2017),
installation, shown at
Documenta 14
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Want to
advertise here?

“Ironically,
one of the
factors
that makes
Athens most
interesting
is its political
climate”
developed since the 1950s, and its proximity to the
sea, can be very alluring to fresh eyes,” says Helena
Papadopoulos, founder of radio station and local
creative hub Radio Athènes.
Ironically, one of the factors that has made
the city most interesting to foreign creatives is its
political climate. Greece has had a bumpy ride
over the last few years, with the financial woes
that emerged in 2009, a divisive referendum, the
imposition of capital controls and, above all, the
bailout programmes that led to drastic cuts of
salaries and pensions. In addition, since 2015
there has been a dramatic increase in refugees
arriving on Greek shores, straining an already
challenging situation.
But while these events have all left Greece’s
population exhausted and substantially poorer,
an unexpected side eﬀect has been a re-energising
of Athenian arts as young people wake up to the
issues, passions run high and cheaper rents make
studio spaces more aﬀordable.
“[The economic and refugee crisis] has created
a common ground for many young artists using the
same political and conceptual themes,” says »

Email par.savlas@ink-global.com

Want to
advertise here?
Email par.svalas@ink-global.com
From top⁄
Street art in Piraeus by local artist Manolis
Anastasakos; the façade of the Onassis Cultural
Centre features a light installation by British
artist Tim Etchells
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Clockwise from left⁄
The Renzo Piano-designed
SNFCC; Inhabitants No 4
by Katerina Zafeiropoulou
and mixed media by
Aggelos Antonopoulos,
both at Enia Gallery

Dimitris Lymperopoulos, director of the new Enia
Gallery in gritty portside Piraeus.
One such artist is “political choreographer” Vilma
Andrioti, who orchastrated an Open Border Parade
in early 2016 to help secure a safe border passage
for refugees. Then there’s the grassroots artist
movement, spearheaded by groups like 3 137, which
focuses on documentary art, and State of Concept, a
non-profit gallery that opened in 2013.
In an under-funded landscape, the arrival in 2013
of billionaire collector Dimitris Daskalopoulos’s
non-profit Neon, has also proved an invaluable boon,
providing grants for struggling artists.
At the same time, a clutch of vast new
cultural venues has sprung up around the city. The
Onassis Cultural Centre (OCC), a stunning modern
building, opened in 2010, followed last year by
the €600 million (NOK5.7bn) Stavros Niarchos
Foundation Cultural Centre (SNFCC), designed by
Renzo Piano. Both venues host cultural events –
from dance and theatre to visual arts and music »

THE EDUCATOR
Gabriella Triantafyllis, SNFCC
As programming and production
manager for the Stavros Niarchos
Foundation Cultural Centre (SNFCC)
– the city’s most high-profile cultural
centre – Gabriella Triantafyllis is
tasked with raising engagement for
the centre’s facilities. “We want
to expose visitors to a new type of
public space where they can learn
and reinvigorate themselves physically
and mentally,” she says. Designed
by superstar architect Renzo Piano

“A clutch of new
cultural venues
has sprung up
around the city ”
.

and built on an artificial hill, the new
multi-purpose venue is home to the
national library and opera, and a large
multi-level park that receives 20,000
visitors weekly - who enjoy sport and
leisure alongside art and culture.
“The biggest opportunity for us is to
aid people in embracing public space
as engaged actors,” says Triantafyllis.
snfcc.org

THE GALLERY OWNER
Dimitris Lymperopoulos, Enia Gallery
Dimitris Lymperopoulos’s choice to
open his modern-art gallery Enia in
Piraeus, Athens’ noisy and gritty port,
was an unusual one. “Piraeus has its
own unique character,” he says, by
way of explanation. “And it’s virtually
impossible to find space as big in the
centre of Athens.” Two years on, the
gallery blends modern art from both
international creators and up-andcoming Greeks – Yoko Ono next to
Artemis Potamianou. “An increasing
number of Greek artists are producing
works that are being displayed in
international exhibitions,” he explains
of the changes to Athens’ art world.
“It will be interesting to see how this
new generation will proceed in the
years to come.”

eniagallery.com
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– and the SNFCC is also home to facilities for the
National Library of Greece and the Greek National
Opera. These two blockbuster institutions,
combined with art fairs like the Athens Biennale
and ReMap, a world-class street-art scene and an
influx of independent galleries, have made Athens,
suddenly, a cultural destination.
The defining moment came in 2014, when
Adam Szymczyk, the artistic director of Germany’s
Documenta, announced that the 14th edition of
the event would be twinned with Athens. The
announcement stunned everyone – it was the first
time the festival had ventured outside Germany –
bestowing a special status on the Greek city.
Many now believe that its 50-day stay in Athens,
from April to June this year, has been a turning point
for the city. “Three years ago, nobody cared about
what was happening on the Athenian art scene,” says
artist Paki Vlassopoulou. “Thanks to Documenta 14, »

THE DIRECTOR
Katerina Koskina, National Museum
of Contemporary Art (EMST)
From right⁄
The terrace at EMST
overlooks the Parthenon;
The Disasters of War by
Daniel García Andújar
and Stanley Whitney’s
installation view, at EMST

After a saga lasting more than 12
years, the National Museum of
Contemporary Art, Athens (EMST),
finally opened the doors of its

“We intend to
embrace Greek
and international
artists and
to propose a
new way of
seeing Athens”

permanent space in 2016. Despite the
delays, for director Katerina Koskina
it was the perfect time. “Athens has
attracted a lot of attention lately as
there is the sense that something
new is emerging,” she says. “It’s an
opportunity for us to grasp it and
make it one of our strengths.” She
hopes the collection of Greek artists
and international talents, dating from
the second half of the 20th century
to the present day, can provide useful
commentary on the city today. “We
intend to embrace and propose a
new way of seeing Athens,” she says.
emst.gr
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Art to see
this month

Gran Canaria

Helena Papadopoulos, Radio Athènes
Helena Papadopoulos founded Radio

By Norwegian

Athènes, a small non-profit artist
space in central Athens back in 2014.

Renowned for its spectacular scenery, as well as the world’s
most perfect climate (according to science), the Spanish “mini
continent” makes an ideal getaway all year round

Using an original radio format, she
simed to start a conversation with

LIQUID ANTIQUITY

the public about the city’s vibrant

This exhibition at Benaki
Museum argues for the
enduring importance
of classicism, and its
influence on modern
art. A collaboration with
Princeton University, it
runs until 17 September.
benaki.gr

creative scene, and to present
inspiring work by contemporary and
historical artists. “Radio Athènes
was imagined as a place that artists,
curators, poets, performers,
musicians, designers could use to
showcase their work and discuss

Words⁄Mandi

Keighran

ideas,” says Papadopoulos. “We have
an ambitious programme and we
experiment with new collaboration
formats. We have created a great
local and international community
over the last couple of years.”
radioathenes.org

SI SEDES NON

“A lack of rules
can have its
own rewards,
particularly in
the art world”

SIDEBAR, FROM TOP:
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THE BROADCASTER

we have managed to establish contacts with foreign
artists. Now, we need to turn these contacts into new
relationships and international collaborations.”
It’s still very much a work in progress. The
city’s cultural institutions have vastly diﬀerent
aspirations, large-scale venues crave an
international audience, and a lack of state policy
for contemporary art is another major challenge.
“If creativity is not supported by a wider policy,
it’s diﬃcult to sustain interest in the long run,”
warns Despina Zeykili, editor-in-chief of culture
magazine Athinorama.
Yet, a lack of rules can have its own rewards –
particularly in the world of avant-garde art, where
furniture can be music, almost anything can be art and
the flipside to political darkness can be boundary-less
creativity. As Radio Athènes’ Helena Papadopoulos
says, “You can feel freer here compared to other places
simply because there are no structures.”
Norwegian flies to Athens from four destinations. Book
flights, a hotel, and a rental car at norwegian.com

Curated by the Milanese
art guru Milovan
Farronato, Si Sedes
Non aims to explore
the philosophy of
discordianism and place.
Catch it at Metaxourgio’s
The Breeder gallery until
26 August.
thebreedersystem.com

CLEANSING

The Museum of Greek
Folk Art is hosting a joint
exhibition by Greek visual
artists Voula Gunela,
Christina Morali, Lily
Bakoyannis and Angelos
Skourtis that explores the
culture of hammam baths
in Greece. Cleansing
takes place in the Aerides
neighbourhood bath until
4 September. melt.gr
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The souvenir

CANARIAN NAIFE

Unique to the island, Canarian knives – or naifes, as they’re known locally – are forged of steel with elaborate
handles of bone, horn and metal, and are built to last generations. Legend says that if you ever give away a
Canary Island knife, you should receive a coin in exchange as a symbol to guarantee peace between the two
parties. There are not many knife-makers left, and only a few make it their full-time profession. Jesús García
is a fifth-generation knife-maker, and has recently partnered with online retailer Abrago to produce this
collection of hand-forged naifes. abrago.co/store-abrago/canary-island-knife
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