
Despina Zefkili, Energy and sustainability, “the southern perspective” 
Talk for Humans of the Institution, Amsterdam 25 November 2017. 
 
Two prevailing stereotypical images of Athens are being reproduced in the last years. 
On the one hand, that of a gigantic palimpsest of misery: a frozen city with no money 
for electricity where the ancient ruins meet those of neoliberalism, houses have been 
turned into steppes, where their residents wander wrapped in coats, and a special kind 
of cockroaches fill them, as Paul B. Preciado, Curator of Public Programs of 
documenta14, had described it in his column in Liberation. On the other, that of a city 
– workshop of creative energy, where everyone wants to come, live and learn 
inventive survival strategies in times of crisis. Foreign curators often celebrate the 
creativity of the city, not only in terms of art production but also in terms of finding 
do-it-yourself ways to support art activities without funding. While SYRIZA’s 
“youthful” left government has claimed a paradigm shift for Europe, Athens has been 
portrayed as a body of resistance that can educate, and teach a novel way to make art 
without money, through alternative economies and communitarian practices. 
What problems does this image create, viewed through the lens of a European 
landscape of precarity, of cuts in funding for cultural programs and the humanities 
and the establishment of art as an unpaid hobby? How can we problematize the 
emphasis that is placed only on the positive aspects of characteristics such as 
flexibility, sustainability, performativity, re-sourcefulness, creativity, informality etc., 
which lately have become fixed points of reference for both local and foreign 
institutions and the art scene? How can we resist the exotic view of Athens as a 
southern experiment of creative sustainability in times of crisis?  
I will start by sharing some historical background on the development of the 
contemporary art scene in Athens and then talk about my experience as a member of 
PAT, an abbreviation for The Temporary Academy of Arts, a mobile academy of arts 
and at the same time an art project of experimental education which proposes a para 
institutional action and tries to question the mechanisms of producing and framing 
knowledge. 
 
Twenty years before documenta came to Athens, in 1997 another iconic exhibition 
had set the canon of how contemporary art would be contextualized in our city. If you 
ask Athenians of my generation working in the arts what was the first exhibition they 
saw that made them interested in contemporary art many of them will answer 
Everything that's interesting is New, The Dakis Ioannou Collection. That exhibition 
curated by Jeffrey Deitch in the Art School of Athens  (along with the Guggenheim 
Soho and the Museum of modern art in Copenhagen) and attracted much attention 
being the first big scale exhibition of contemporary art in the city, presenting artists 
from the US, who looked into personal constructs of self identity, sexuality, the fusion 
of abstraction and representation, artificial and real. 
Apart from introducing to the local audience a specific canon of contemporary art of 
the times, the exhibition canonized the presence of Deste Institution as the main 
institution of contemporary art in Athens which in the coming years moved to its then 
permanent premises in the bourgeois area of Neo Psihiko and was the first art space in 
the city to combine contemporary art with a hip restaurant, fashion and lifestyle 
events and an art shop. Deste definitely left a mark on the framework in which 
contemporary art would be seen in the city on the long term. Although it organized 
exhibitions touching on social and political issues of the 90s, these explorations were 
framed in a bourgeois, clean cut environment, attracting equally the then booming 



lifestyle media and the art magazines, the young artists and curators returning from 
their postgraduate studies in London and a new wave of art collectors. That was an 
approach much different from the reception of these issues in the post 89 Eastern 
Europe, for example, or in countries where the Academy and other disciplines were 
involved in the dialogue about contemporary art, and research-based and archival 
practices were thriving. 
The formation of the Athens art scene in the 90s and 00s was characterized by the 
leading role of commercial galleries substituting for the lack of institutions and 
independent initiatives. Drawing, craft-rooted work, big sculptural installations and 
graffiti were the main canon, while there were many similarities between the 
dominant aesthetic of the emerging art production and that of the Dakis Joannou 
collection. Commercial galleries were at the same time the only spaces for 
experimentation and dialogue, and those setting the main evaluation criteria. 
Research-based and interdisciplinary projects re-negotiating the historical legacy and 
the local sociopolitical reality, which were common in neighboring countries of the 
so-called periphery, were rare in Athens. The art produced back them in Athens 
seemed atopic although as we said it was rooted in specific local characteristics. 
 
When Documenta came to Athens the reality was very different. Galleries were fewer 
and much less influential, the quasi non-existent back in the 00s artist-run project 
spaces were very active around the city, EMST the museum of contemporary art had 
for years presented another agenda of contemporary art much different from 
DESTE’s, and a new generation of artists coming from different interdisciplinary 
backgrounds shared a new interest in collectivity, ethnographic and historical 
research, use of sophisticated computer programs, archiving and data processing 
along with a new interest in craft. 
The museum remained closed without having the money to support its long awaited 
moving into its permanent premises in the old Fix brewery, while new private 
institutions like collector Dimitris Daskalopoulos’ NEON were funding the majority 
of the ‘independent’ exhibition production. When documenta proposed an 
anti-colonial and anti-capitalist front of a ‘trans South’ and spoke about commons and 
collectivity, it didn’t bring something new to the local agenda of discourse. Numerous 
local movements, activists, cultural occupations and collectives were already active in 
that direction, while the Athens Biennale, had in the last two versions, AGORA and 
OMONOIA, already set out to explore notions such as the emergence of alternative 
economies and the performative in the political. It was no surprise that foreign 
institutions largely addressed Athens through the conservative prisms of what Nikolas 
Sevastakis has called the ethnoromantism of the crisis, to describe the dominant 
current of cultural resistance to the conventional, westward evolution of the country 
and the supposed loss of national sovereignty. Documenta and other foreign observers 
were more keen to adopt the local artworks which expressed a kind of dramatised 
mourning and encouraged populist connections between the past and present and 
superficial anti-German retorics than those exploring the subtle nuances of recent 
political events. 
In the meanwhile, the scene had already changed, foreign visitors, official and 
unofficial, strolled in the galleries, trendy hangouts and the occupied spaces of the 
city and bought cheap apartments in decayed neighbourhoods waiting for 
gentrification. AirBNB property investors calculate that Athens will be the place to 
be, the place of alternative exotic tourism of catastrophe and survival. (1) 



As it happens in places caught in the eye of the cyclone the gaze as well as the 
development of a certain discourse around them is expected. Two years before the 
opening of documenta Anthropologist Massimiliano Molona who was the artistic 
director of the Athens Biennale Omonoia had called Athens a workshop of creative 
ideas and has argued that he hadn't  seen such a non conformistic, flexible institution 
such as the Athens Biennale, where things are done and re-done so quickly. It’s a new 
way to think about art, he had said. For Molona the flexibility and sustainability of 
such an institution is a case worth noticing especially now that the model of state 
funding for the arts is collapsing in Central Europe. The Director of Tate Gallery 
Chris Dercon on the occasion of a talk in the Museum of Cycladic Art in Athens 
implied that it doesn’t matter so much that the Museum of Contemporary Art hadn’t 
opened since the city had the biennial, the Documenta and NEON, presenting Athens 
as a paradigm of the flexibility of the museum of the future. Although the congress 
inaugurating the Athens Biennale touched on the precarity of creative jobs, the 
ideologies behind ‘smart cities’ and the exploitation of voluntary work by big 
successful institutions, one could not ignore that the symbolic capital of the Athens 
Biennale itself is largely based on the voluntarism of the ‘forever young’ local art 
practitioners. An institution prized by the European Cultural Foundation for 
rethinking the idea of the biennale cannot nevertheless assure funding for its 
participants. Moreover, South magazine, which was ‘adopted’ by Documenta, had 
gained its symbolical capital through the voluntary participation of writers. These 
examples show that the complexities of the local situation are not obvious in the 
assumption that the crisis produces creative subjects and ‘creative cities’. The 
narratives of contemporary urban centers as ‘energies’ are largely constructed, cashed 
in the symbolic capital market and conform to regulatory urban projects.   
At the moment we are part of a New South experiment, as a paradigm of “creative 
sustainability”. This new south, though, is based on power relations and stereotypes 
which are repeated, that relocalize and re-regionalize the world and the subjects in 
order to maintain a minimum of the existing status quo. Athens is pending on its 
bipolar identity between economic catastrophe, refugee asfixiation and exemplary 
creative energy. Power relations and institutions have been of interest, for 
practitioners living and working in Athens, well before the crisis, since as 
professionals, working in Athens we were perpetually oscillating between amateurism 
and professionalism, between giveaway for contemporary art and badly paid 
livelihood through jobs that, so frequently, have little to do with our professional 
specificity. The dilemmas we confront everyday, questions of survival and 
acquiescence, is a procedure bound to the larger, tough reality of labor and the 
complex relation between menial and immaterial, voluntary and remunerated work. 
(2) 
 
As part of a decision working within or on the side of the institutions, in 2013, Elpida 
Karaba, initiated a structure called the Temporary Academy of Arts (PAT), an 
educational and artistic project in which different modes of educational forms, 
alternative pedagogical methods and programs are tried and implemented as curatorial 
practice. Understanding the institution as processual (process of instituting) and 
critically subverting the term ‘academy’ into a self-instituted practice, PAT, through 
its projects, tests self-instituted forms of culture and politics and explores the diverse 
methodological articulations and nuances between the institution and the 
self-instituted. PAT develops a para-institutional action, meaning that it is part of the 



cultural machinery and it doesn’t proscribe institutions altogether but attempts to 
participate in the construction of new institutions.  
Currently dominant theorisations of the institution and institutional critique tend to 
highlight the process of instituting and emphasise a politics of autonomy. The 
practices that are often associated with this theorisation are self-organised, activist and 
propositional. PAT, explores critically the possible implications of this, connecting it 
with issues and problematics around the new organization of labour in view of the 
larger European landscape of precarity, the processes of new-institutionalism and 
post-institutional critique and how various (art) institutions can be analysed in the 
larger socio-political and economic systemic structures and frameworks. PAT in 
every project invites colleagues to design and perform its program. 

Activating  «energy» and South as quasi empty signifiers, PAT  organized and 
performend a series of Performative Lectures called “The soft power lectures” as 
part of the Actopolis Project, initiated by the Goethe Institut, which expanded in the 
region of South-Eastern Europe and the Ruhr region in Germany.  
The Soft Power Lectures, co-curated by Elpida Karaba and Glykeria Stathopoulou 
and performed by Panos Sklavenitis, Sofia Dona, Constantinos Hadzinikolaou, invited 
artists and me focused on the topics of the South and its precarious, creative and 
sustainable subjects and aimed to explore how a city and an academy can exercise soft 
power in order to hegemonize the discourse around itself and everything surrounding 
it, asking if it is possible to take advantage of the exoticization of the crisis and to 
produce a «beneficial branding», to utilize the “germ” of creativity and enjoy the 
benefits of this so called «applied imagination», for the city and the subjects that are 
involved in it. Works explored the european geography of “above” and “below”, 
various constructions of national pride, as well as clusters of superiority and 
inferiority, now more relevant than ever in the climate of brexit and the far-right shift 
in Europe. (3)    
                                                 
Another project of PAT is SEP an official body that advocates for the promotion              
and support of labor rights of cultural workers in Greece, taking into account the              
relevant legal, economic and social context. The Association will provide legal,           
professional and accounting services and advice regarding remuneration, voluntary         
work, copyrights and other related topics. The association is linked to other            
organizations globaly such as WAGE, the Carrot Workers, Cultural Workers          
Organize etc in order to address the economic disparities that exist in our country but               
also globally. 
Nevertheless, SEP, is not a trade union body. SEP does not want to take the position                
of trade unions, it does not operate, as these bodies do, but in parallel and ideally in                 
tandem with them. In fact, we employ tools, which are not the traditional tools of               
trade unions, we use theoretical, curatorial and artistic tools, performativity,          
overidentification etc. The purpose of our methodology is the theoretical analysis of            
labour issues and requests, their promotion and dissemination in unexpected and           
creative ways, the sudden diffusion and articulation of claims and demands (which            
often come from where you least expect it). In this way, SEP participates in the               
strengthening of consciousness on such issues. With these processes, we are also            
interested in connecting and meeting with people who usually do not meet or even              
express a relative distrust of one another. 
The mistrust of often existing trade unions about who is entitled and who is not and in                 
what capacity to speak about labour issues (what are you, a private institution?) or the               



distance that institutions such as AICA retain from trade union issues, as if these, are               
clearly separated from cultural claims, create a peculiar labour sector that reproduces            
problematic concepts as regards to the profession of the artist and cultural workers,             
preserving the precarity in the field. 
In this context, we consider it critical to articulate issues relating to labourt, request              
transparency in the financing of art by public institutions, to problematize the low             
presence of women in senior positions of institutions such as the Academy thus also              
highlighting the issue of the reproduction of the dominant patriarchal discourse (as            
well as) in the field of art, be critical towards the labour conditions imposed by the                
contemporary institutional environment and how these conditions construct the         
identities of the subjects, bring forth the issue of representation and who is left outside               
of it, but also who has the right to claim labour and other rights and how, and call on                   
existing official bodies to position themselves about these matters in question.  
Our more recent project was the research and exhibition “Agreement without 
Principles” - Towards a history of contemporary Greek Art: From the 
institutional to the anti- institutional and the extra-institutional. For this project 
PAT conducted research on the archive of ISET, the institute of contemporary greek 
art, a non profit institute which has formed an archive of contemporary greek art from 
the 50s to now.   
We focused our research in institutions, and discourses on contemporary greek art 
having as a starting point the 90s, where a number of new public and private 
institutions were created  and were crucial for the way the local art field was formed. 
Besides research into the archive we adopted a participatory history writing process 
inviting different professionals who had a key or not role in the production during the 
time to share their experiences and material. What we presented in the form of a 
catalogue text and an exhibition is a draft chapter of recent Greek art history.   
We believe history is written through claiming. In our opinion the recent art history in 
Greece has been written very problematically in a formalistic way focusing on the 
artistic medium and the generation, and leaving aside the critical understanding of art 
production which had to do with gender and social identities, rethinking history, 
claiming of the public space etc and not combining them with the discourses of 
political theory, social studies, urbanism etc. 
Our research illuminates some of the aspects of the formation of the art field which 
remained marginal in relation to the predominant, representational, greek-centered, 
medium-focused approach. (4) The exhibition was an open work, an oblique reading 
of the research by artist Giannis Papadopoulos. When the exhibition opened the table 
where we conducted our research was moved into the center of the exhibition and we 
continued to conduct meetings throughout the duration including those who expressed 
objections and comments to our text and inviting them to share their readings and 
provoke shifts in the material. We also invited different professionals to give their 
own perfomative tours of the exhibition. 
 
To go back to where I started from, the greek 90s and early 00s was the time when the 
old ‘patriotic’ PASOK socialist party gave way to modernisation, the city was 
preparing for the Olympic Games and a new middle class enjoyed the fruits of 
capitalism. While it widened the art field and art education to a new class apart from 
the old bourgeoisie, the climate of (economic) euphoria but also the characteristic 
excess of the fin du siecle atmosphere, organised to a large extent the art production 
towards market imperatives. Back then we were discussing the trap of economicism 



for the emerging artists coming from a scene where the evaluation criteria and the 
scene’s sustainability depended on the market.   
Currently, amidst the economic and institutional crisis, newly-established and 
dynamic institutions seek to dominate public space and draft cultural policy and 
education. In these cases funding is not diffused so as to boost artistic production, as it 
happens with public institutions or with earlier forms of private funding; the policy of 
these mega-foundations is to absorb cultural production, setting up their own 
corporate identity and hosting it in their own polished spaces or in venues associated 
with a traditional middle-class culture. Art production and public space are branded in 
terms of mass entertainment and issues around controversial social groups or political 
demands associated with public space are rendered neutral. 
Moreover, the frequent financing by foundations to the increasing number of 
non-profit, alternative spaces and ventures, even with small amounts of money, seems 
to have shaped a scene that stands apart from that of galleries. Yet this boom is based 
on the benevolent approach of specific individuals which will not be there forever, so 
this is not as sustainable a basis as a systematic, programmatic cultural policy. 
Looking back to the 00s through the prisms of today’s situation I think we should 
look closely whether the democracy of an art field counting on few private 
mega-institutions is more substantial than the market-driven democracy of the 00s. 
In that context our interest in the educational process is not meant as a move to take 
over the role of other social structures or as a charity - it is meant as taking part in the 
pursuit of knowledge. Setting up a programme of artistic education like the 
Temporary Academy of Arts, participating in the creation of art through research 
processes, working with archives, targeting specific audiences instead of addressing 
an all encompassing generalised public, penetrating the existing institutions in order 
to talk with the current and future agents in the field—these are some of our ways for 
pursuing knowledge and taking part in the process of creating new institutions. 
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