STEFANOS TSIVOPOULOS,
History Zero, 2013, video still
Courtesy of the artist and Kalfayan
Galleries (Athens-Thessaloniki)

THE ART SCENE

A Creative
Eco-System
With new spaces, new ideas and an influx of
talent both local and foreign, the Athens art
scene is booming and ready to co-host, for the
first time, Documenta 14, a global art event.
BY SELANA VRONTI
PORTR AITS: NIKOS PILOS

THE ART SCENE

M

odern Athens, unlike Paris or London, has never
been a major art capital. In the last few years, however, this seems to be changing. Μore and more
foreign curators, artists and other cultural workers are visiting Athens or settling permanently in the city in order to
explore its vibrant art scene, draw inspiration from its rough
urban landscape and study its contemporary culture. “At the
moment, Athens looks like a big art residency,” says Afroditi
Gonou, a historian and contemporary art consultant at the
Museum of Cycladic Art. “Despite the financial crisis, things
are happening. There are many promising Greek artists who
have developed an efficient network of communication: they
exchange ideas and support each other. It might be too early
to talk about a new movement, but for the first time, we are
witnessing the creation of an art scene.”
Is Athens turning into an arts hotspot? The signs are
certainly there: the collaborative force, the sense of greater
activity, the feeling that something new is emerging. On the
other hand, the market is dead and there is a definite lack of
support from the various institutions. In order to explain this
paradox, we need to go back a few years.
Right before the onset of the financial crisis, the art sector in Athens appeared to be inactive. The National Museum
of Contemporary Art (EMST), which should have opened in
2004, still remained closed. There were only a few galleries,
and the ones that existed weren’t very open to new names,
fresh ideas or experimentation. Up-and-coming artists and
curators didn’t really have a place to express themselves, so
they developed their own initiatives. One such enterprise was
the Athens Biennale, launched in 2007 under the prophetic
title “Destroy Athens.”
However, the deterioration of the financial situation suddenly changed the game: artists began reading the cityscape

“The National Museum of Contemporary Art
is a strategically placed landmark that
is certainly worth visiting for a comprehensive
overview of Greece’s cultural identity. We hope
that, along with other art organizations that
are active and growing against all odds,
it will change the face of Greece’s beleaguered
and overlooked visual arts community.”

K AT E R IN A KO S K IN A , DIR EC T OR OF T HE
N AT ION A L MU SEUM OF CON T E MP OR A RY A R T ( E M S T )
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in new ways, started moving into low-rent studios and created places where they could live and interact. Turmoil ensued: independent groups were formed, artist-run spaces
and residencies were established, exhibitions were organized
in unconventional places, collaborative projects began taking shape, new artistic institutions were created and street
art rose to new heights. Most importantly, however, the actual works produced were of exceptional quality and could
stand comparison with art from anywhere in the world.
Although this emerging scene was still unformed, it was
attracting a great deal of interest. It resembled a boiling cauldron which contained many ingredients, but nobody was quite
sure what was cooking. In the meantime, Athens itself was
drawing more and more members of the art crowd, coming
here to attend events or visit artist friends. In either case, they
felt some kind of energy pulling them to this city. They saw
Athens as this beautiful place full of life and quirkiness. The
people, the cafés, the museums, the archaeological sites, the
street art, the chaotic architecture, the nightlife, the beaches
and the sun seemed all interconnected. Some started calling it
“New Berlin,” although this wasn’t particularly apt - perhaps
the only thing that the two cities had in common was the reuse of empty space and a strong “do it yourself” mentality. The
discourse that developed regarding the differences between
130
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“It’s strange, because one would
expect that nothing would be happening
here during such a time of crisis.
But there are so many exhibitions being
organized that it’s hard to keep up.
What we’re doing here is just
as good as what’s being done abroad.”

HE L E N A PA PA DOP OUL O S , R A DIO AT HE NE S DIR EC T OR
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EVA PAPAMARGARITI,
Factitious Imprints (detail), 2016, from
the exhibition The Equilibrists, organized
by DESTE Foundation and the New Museum,
N.Y. in Benaki Museum.

PETROS EFSTADIADIS,
Parthenon, 2012. Inkjet print.
Courtesy of CAN, Christina Androulidaki Gallery
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the “North” and “South” of Europe also played an important
role. “A part of the artistic world tends to run to wherever they
can locate pain and woe,” commented Yorgos Tzirtzilakis, a
consultant at the DESTE Foundation for Contemporary Art.
“Greece is a traumatized area. The issue now is how to utilize
this sudden interest in the country so that we offer something
new and not just rely on this notion of trauma. That is the
real challenge. The Athenian art scene is restless, promising
and undoubtedly more active than ever, as many artists are
achieving international recognition. But Athens needs to develop its own ‘language’ so that it can find its place in the international artistic scene.”
In the meantime, Polish curator Adam Szymczyk, who frequently visited Athens with his Greek-Swiss wife, witnessed
what was happening. He too felt the sense of urgency and was
aware of the role that the country was playing on the world
stage, even if it was for all the wrong reasons. In 2014, he
stated that Documenta, one of the largest contemporary art
events in the world which traditionally takes place every five
years in Kassel, Germany, would in 2017 be entitled “Learning from Athens” and take place in the Greek capital as well.
This piece of news motivated the Athenian art world: museums and other institutions (such as DESTE and the nonprofit
organization NEON) started becoming more active. Everyone
- artists, collectors, galleries and non-profit organizations tried hard to put their best foot forward. “Documenta acted as
a catalyst or a magnet,” said Panos Haralambous, Dean of the
Athens School of Fine Arts.
From the moment it was announced that Documenta
would be held in Athens, there has been an explosion of interest in the international press. Publications such as El Pais,
the New York Times, Die Zeit, Libération and the Guardian,
along with more specialized channels of information such
as the Vulture and Frieze, have all written about the artistic
community growing in Athens.

“What constitutes the ontology of the Athenian
visual arts scene? It’s a relatively minor scene
in constant movement. This kind of mobility
existed in my generation, only we would
go abroad to learn. In contrast, there
is more of a sense of parity nowadays.
There is no inherent provincialism.”

PANOS HAR AL AMBOUS,
DE A N OF T HE AT HE N S S CHOOL OF F INE A R T S
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DIONISIS KAVALLIERATOS, Owl, 2016, Glazed ceramic, 58x88x47cm, Courtesy of Bernier/Eliades Gallery

CACAO ROCKS, Les Cyclades Electroniques Prelude, 2016
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“Athens is an interesting place to be right now, with Documenta
happening here. We’re making a platform for European artists under 30.
We want to contribute to the local art scene somehow.”

L U K A S P A N E K & P A U L M A K O W S K Y,
G E R M A N A R T I S T S W H O R E C E N T LY O P E N E D T H E I R O W N P R O J E C T S P A C E I N M E T A X O U R G E I O

“Documenta’s imminent presence has been both a symptom of and inspiration for the increasing interest in the art
scene,” said Cathryn Drake, a critic for the magazine Artforum. But popularity isn’t necessarily indicative of the demand
for art work. “The fact that foreign journalists come all the
way here to write and report doesn’t mean that the art market
benefits at all,” said Yorgos Tzirtzilakis. “They are more interested in what’s happening in Greek society than in the artists
themselves.”
When the Documenta team moved to Athens, their presence made it imperative that EMST finally open (the building
itself was ready, but they were still hiring the staff). This October, the museum’s director Katerina Koskina and the Minister of Culture, Aristides Baltas, announced the “soft” opening
of EMST with its first major event: an exhibition organized in
conjunction with the Museum of Contemporary Art, Antwerp.
MuHKA director, Bart de Baere, stated that “the future is be-

ing created here” and that “Greece is one of the most important countries in Europe right now.”
Documenta in Greece is a major event, and will undoubtedly bring the international art community en masse; it is
also expected to increase cultural tourism in general. The
exhibition is definitely strengthening Athens’ position on the
modern cultural map. But what will follow after it closes? Will
it change things for the better or are we going to experience,
once again, the after-party depression that followed the 2004
Olympic Games? “Documenta is not going to pull Greece out
of its crisis. But it will motivate some foundations, it will give
a boost of energy and it’s [already] functioning as an ‘agent
provocateur’ by re-shuffling the European art deck,” argues
curator Marina Fokidis, head of the Artistic Office of Documenta in Athens. “After it ends, it will leave a consignment
of relations between artists, curators, theorists and people
working in the arts. It will help create international bonds.”
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“Greek artists now use different means of expression, we participate
in group projects, we take initiatives and we renegotiate the notion of public space.
All of these contribute to a more dynamic artistic scene.”

P O K A Y I O , A R T I S T, D I R E C T O R O F T H E A T H E N S B I E N N A L E

Fokidis was the director of the magazine South as a State
of Mind (which has become the official magazine for Documenta 14) and also of Kunsthalle Athena, an exhibition space
that left its mark on the city’s art scene. What does she think
of the way the scene is evolving? “There is certainly some activity with artists focusing on themes related to the crisis, but
there aren’t any voices responding to political matters yet. In
my opinion, the next step involves the politicization of the
Greek artists. They need to dig deep into what’s happening in
the world and not just stick with esthetics and form. Art cannot be passive within a society. It has to play a different role
in these difficult times, during which we experience extreme
social phenomena.”
Recently, DESTE, along with the New York New Museum, organized an exhibition in the Benaki Museum, featuring young Greek artists. Why aren’t such events, promoting
young local talent, held more often? “Private institutes cannot
play the role of a state-run contemporary art museum. And
the Athenian art scene needs to be stabilized, as it is currently characterized by an inconsistency that can be exhausting.
The National Museum of Contemporary Art can offer this
136
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sought-after consistency and become an organization of stability and evaluation. But for now, we will have to proceed
with this state of temporariness,” points out Tzirtzilakis.
Everybody who works in the arts recognizes the lack of
an infrastructure or some kind of mechanism that would support and promote the fine arts. “Many independent initiatives
are bound to grow cold unless they’re supported in some way.
There is an imperative need for the museums, the state and
the collectors to form a support system,” says Helena Papadopoulos, director of the non-profit space Radio Athènes.
The future will show if this artistic spring in Athens leads
to something more permanent or if it’s just an internal shift
that will soon be forgotten. Many people fear the latter, but
there is some encouraging evidence that things are indeed
changing: “This year, there was a record number of applicants
for the Athens School of Fine Arts; over a thousand candidates
took the exam,” says the school’s dean Panos Haralambous.
“Since a career per se is not a secure or guaranteed thing in
Greece anymore, people are attempting to change their ideas
and lifestyles. The life of an artist seems lighter, more poetic,
and yet more real.”

GEORGE DRIVAS, still from the single-channel video Kepler, 2014
Courtesy of the artist and Polyeco Contemporary Art Initiative

PAVLOS TSAKONAS, 2011, Mural at 20 Pireos.
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Setting up the first exhibition
at the National Museum
of Conteporary Art (EMST)

MUSEUMS AND FOUNDATIONS
NATIONAL MUSEUM
OF CONTEMPORARY ART (EMST)

EMST is hosting the exhibition Urgent
Conversations: Athens-Antwerp, open
until January 31, 2017. Co-produced
with the Museum of Contemporary Art
of Antwerp, the exhibition features 70
works from the permanent collections
of both museums. It will be followed by
Documenta, which officially starts on
April 8, 2017. This major contemporary
art exhibition, which is thought to be
as important as the Venice Biennale, is
held every five years in the city of Kassel,
Germany and lasts for 100 days. In 2017,
its 14th edition, entitled “Documenta14:
Learning from Athens,” will be held in
both cities
• www.emst.gr • www.documenta14.de

ΝΕΟΝ

A non-profit organization founded in
2013 by collector Dimitris Daskalopoulos, NEON aims to bring contemporary
culture closer to the public by organizing exhibitions and events in surprise
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locations around the city. “I am positive
that a society better informed about contemporary art and culture can unleash a
wealth of human potential and regenerate a cosmopolitan spirit,’’ says NEON’s
director, Elina Kountouri. Their current
exhibition, entitled “Flying over the
Abyss”, runs through January 31, 2017,
in the basement of the Athens Conservatoire. The exhibition space’s makeover
was funded by NEON.
• neon.org.gr

DESTE FOUNDATION
FOR CONTEMPORARY ART

Established by collector Dakis Joannou,
DESTE is a nonprofit institution that
organizes contemporary art events in
collaboration with a number of internationally acclaimed curators and leading
artists. Central to the foundation’s policy
of supporting and promoting contemporary art is the DESTE Prize, established
in 1999 and awarded every two years to
a Greek artist under 40, whose work is
actively contributing to new issues in the
artistic discourse. A group exhibition
of past winners is scheduled for Spring
2017, at the Museum of Cycladic Art.

• deste.gr • www.cycladic.gr

THE GEORGE
ECONOMOU COLLECTION

Ship owner George Economou has put
together a priceless collection of contemporary art that focuses on German
impressionism. Parts of this collection
are presented in thematic exhibitions
in an impressive purpose-built building
in Maroussi. It is the perfect place for
art lovers to enjoy exceptional works by
artists such as Otto Dix and Yayoi Kusama. Currently on show is the exhibition
“New Beginnings: Between Gesture and
Geometry”, bringing together 19 artists
who emerged in the post-war era (until
April, 2017).
• www.thegeorgeeconomoucollection.com

THE BENAKI MUSEUM

One of the most important cultural
institutions of the country consistently
presents splendid collections that cover
multiple artistic domains. The central
building – a jewel of neoclassical architecture – is located in Kolonaki while the
impressive, modern annex designed by
architects Maria Kokkinou and Andreas

GEORGIA SAGRI, “Attempt. Come.”,
Performance 2016

Kourkoulas is at 138 Pireos Street; there
are also other Benaki annexes scattered
all over the city. You can find information
on current exhibitions on its website.
• www.benaki.gr

GALLERIES
ΒERNIER-ELIADES

Its first exhibition in 1977, which featured works from Jannis Kounellis, set
the tone for the future of the gallery. Today, it is situated in a renovated neoclassical building on a beautiful pedestrian
street in Thiseio and mainly shows the
work of successful artists with international appeal. Ever since it first opened,
its owners Jean Bernier and Marina
Eliades have made a point of inviting
the artists to the opening night of their
exhibitions so that they can get to know
the city and its people.
• www.bernier-eliades.gr

ELENI KORONEOU GALLERY

This gallery has been around for 27 years
and is now located in a neoclassical former residence in Thiseio. It has made an

important contribution to the Athenian
art scene, hosting exhibitions from many
foreign artists such as Christopher Wool,
George Condo and Paul McCarthy, often
before they became particularly wellknown. It also supports young Greek
artists.
• www.koroneougallery.com

brothers Arsen and Roupen Kalfayan,
who grew up in a middle-class Armenian
family in Thessaloniki. Their space on
Haritos Street in Kolonaki was designed
by award-winning architects Andreas
Kourkoulas and Maria Kokkinou.
• www.kalfayangalleries.com

CΑΝ

One of the most powerful galleries in
the world, Gagosian opened a branch in
Athens in 2009, as part of its 16-strong
global network. It features the work of
esteemed foreign artists from the extensive Gagosian roster. The first exhibition
in Athens featured work by American
artist Cy Twombly.
• www.gagosian.com

This small white cube gallery in Kolonaki, opened in May 2012. Its art historian
owner, 35-year-old Christina Androulidaki, invests in the new generation of
Greek artists. “I believe they are the future and I like collaborating with people
my own age,” she says. “I choose artists
that have something new to say, in terms
of both ideas and form.”
• www.can-gallery.com

KALFAYAN

The Athenian branch of this Thessaloniki
gallery promotes art from the Balkans
and the Middle East. Two of its featured
Greek artists have participated in the
Venice Biennale – Stefanos Tsivopoulos
represented Greece in 2013 and Diohandi in 2011. The gallery belongs to

GREECE IS
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THE ILEANA TOUNTA
CONTEMPORARY ART CENTER

Housed in a beautiful two-story building
of industrial design that started out as a
cultural center but now focuses on group
exhibitions, the “Tounta Gallery” has
been collaborating with Greek artists
and curators for many years. At the
entrance, you will find a shop that sells
autographed books and catalogs, while
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Pre-Documenta events,
including lectures and themed
walks, began this September.
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MARO MICHALAKAKOS “Happy
Days, Oh Les Beaux Jours”,
2012, and Kostas Ioannidis,
“GLIMPSES”, 2007. Installation
view from the exhibition
FLYING OVER THE ABYSS,
NEON Foundation

© NIKOS MARKOU

MALVINA PANAGIOTIDI, Ghost Relief III,
2015, from the exhibition
The Equilibrists in the Benaki Museum.

STRATOS KALAFATIS. 2014/16,
Archival inkjet print, 65x63cm,
courtesy of Bernier/Eliades Gallery

at the rear of the ground floor, there is a
modern restaurant with a garden.
• www.art-tounta.gr

A.ANTONOPOULOU.ART

Angeliki Antonopoulou opened her
gallery in 2001 in Psyrri, an area once
labeled the Soho of Athens. The artists
she represents have collaborated with
acclaimed museums and institutions,
including Guggenheim Bilbao and MoCA
Shanghai, or participated in various
international exhibitions such as Venice
Biennale and Documenta.
• www.aaart.gr

REBECCA CAMHI GALLERY

Back in the 1990s, this gallery ruled the
scene. Now more low-key, it is located in
a neoclassical building in the downtown
area of Metaxourgeio. The gallery has
collaborated with leading international
artists that include Nan Goldin, Nobuyoshi Araki, Julian Opie and Rita Ackermann, and has represented well-known
Greek artists such as Takis, Konstantin
Kakanias, DeAnna Maganias and Mantalina Psoma.
• www.rebeccacamhi.com

NON PROFIT SPACES

AD GALLERY

AD Gallery is one of the oldies. Established in 1986, it is located in a little neoclassical building, on top of a houseware
shop. Its focus is on contemporary works
that address and raise awareness on
social and political issues.
• www.adgallery.gr

140

W W W.GREECE-IS.COM

ATOPOS

The word “atopos” comes from Ancient
Greek and refers to the strange, the exceptional and the unclassifiable. Founded
in 2003 by architect Stamos Fafalios and
anthropologist Vassilis Zidianakis, this
platform for the arts is mostly focused
on the expression and adornment of the

human body. In 2014, they inaugurated
their Occupy Atopos residency program,
which aims to observe and support the
creative process of contemporary artists.
Recently, they announced their collaboration with Documenta14.
• www.atopos.gr

CIRCUITS AND CURRENTS

This is the project space of the Athens
School of Fine Arts, and the students
themselves are responsible for its
program. It hosts exhibitions, talks and
workshops, while also bringing together
artists, theoreticians and people from
other creative fields.
• circuitsandcurrents.info

RADIO ATHENES

It’s a book project, a showroom, an exhibition space and a curatorial practice.
Flexible, independent, nomadic and
interdisciplinary, Radio Athènes works
together with local and international
artists and institutions in order to present exhibitions, lectures, screenings and
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SNEHTA
RESIDENCY: Director
Augustus Veinoglou
and Coordinator
Becky Campbell

© DIMITRIS VLAIKOS

© CHRISTOS ANGELOPOULOS

MICHALIS KALLIMOPOULOS, “KOSMOS”, 2016,
courtesy of the artist and A. Antonopoulou Gallery

DIMITRIS ANDREADIS, “Hemlock”, 2015 courtesy
of the artist and Ileana Tounta Contemporary Art Center

readings in the fields of contemporary
art, literature, philosophy, dance and the
applied arts. It is currently hosting an
exhibition by New York-based artist Rey
Akdogan that features wall sculptures
made out of everyday plastic materials
collected from stores and supermarkets
around Greece (through December 10).
• www.radioathenes.org

STATE OF CONCEPT

Founded in 2013 by art critic and curator
Iliana Fokianaki and based in the upand-coming neighborhood of Koukaki,
near the Acropolis and the National Museum of Contemporary Art (EMST), this
independent gallery not only introduces
non-mainstream international artists to
the Greek audience but also showcases
the work of selected Greek artists. In
addition, it organizes a variety of events,
including talks, screenings and workshops for children.
• www.stateofconcept.org
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3 137

A self-funded, self-managed project
space focused on documentary and
archival art and run by three young
artists, Paki Vlassopoulou, Chrysanthi
Koumianaki and Kosmas Nikolaou, 3
137 gives established galleries a run for
their money. Their openings, where even
the food that is served is homemade,
have become the talk of the Athenian art
crowd.
• www.3137.gr

SNEHTA RESIDENCY

Run by Greek artist Augustus Veinoglou, and deriving its name from Athens
spelled backwards, this is one of the
city’s most active residency programs.
Residents are selected through an open
call for artists, designers, architects,
curators and art historians; successful
candidates spend two months researching in the city. Two annual exhibitions
showcase the residents’ work.
• www.snehtaresidency.org

‘ΥΛΗ[MATTER]HYLE

Housed in an apartment overlooking
Omonia Square, this “semi-public,
semi-private” space aims to bring together art, politics and sciences. It is an
initiative by performing artist Georgia
Sagri and others.
• www.hyle.gr

ENTERPRISE PROJECTS

It’s all about exploration of artistic
forms, experimentation and conversation between artists, disciplines and
their audience in this newly-established
project space. It was created by 24-yearold School of Fine Arts graduate Danai
Giannoglou and artist Vassilis Papageorgiou, in the latter’s basement studio in
the neighborhood of Ambelokipi.
• www.enterprise-projects.com

