
Diverse Publics. 

Art and Spatial Violence in Athens since December 2008.

 As of December 2008, beginning with the spontaneous locus of commemoration 

dedicated to Alexis Gregoropoulos (a landmark distinguished by the destruction of public 

space), Athens enters a period of iconoclastic gestures where memory and violence in 

public space develop in complementarity. Thirty-three public sculptures  are being 

vandalized (2008 - 2009); protest banners are being hanged over the Parthenon (2008, 

2010, 2012); a bomb explodes almost next to the memorial of the Unknown Soldier (2010); 

the 35-year-old Parthenon scaffolds are being removed in an act of national uplift (2008); 

the greek national heritage artifacts are being subjected to the caustic humor of the 

European Press (2010); three different pieces of public art are being destroyed (2011).

 The paper focuses  on the destruction of these three artworks: Red Eyed Sky Walkers 

(J. Marketou, 2010), which was gradually dismantled during its very first night in public by 

people not recognizing all of its elements as part of an art piece (giant red balloons), In 

Praise (V. Caniaris, 1993), which was repeatedly attacked by individuals assuming they 

could sell its  elements (bags  that were supposed to contain cement) and In Vino Veritas 

(Z. Kotionis & Ph. Yannissi, 2011), which was also destroyed during its very first night in 

public space by homeless people who claimed they would use its material (hay) to make 

some mattresses. «The product of an artistic action», says artist Yannis Isidorou, who had 

participated in the creating of this last piece, «finds its way through a series  of relentless 

events [...]. What is the process  through which it is re-redacted to serve as a staple, 

transformed into a bed for the homeless» (hay), something that will bring some money if 

sold (cement) or even just a few moments of joy (balloon)? Furthermore, is this vandalism 

an act of violence consciously addressed against those pieces of public art in particular? Is 

this  vandalism against public art in general? As visual communication theorist W.J.T. 

Mitchell writes, the erosion of the boundary between public and private art is  accompanied 

by a collapsing of the distinction between symbolic and actual violence, whether the 

"official" violence of police, juridical, or legislative power, or "unofficial" violence in the 

responses of private individuals.1  If one looked closer within the openness of 

contemporary art to publicity and public destruction, one would recognize a deliberate 

1 Mitchell, W. J. T. (1990) ‘The Violence of Public Art: Do the Right Thing’ in W. J. T. Mitchell (edit.) Art and 

the Public Sphere. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, p. 29 - 48.



vulnerability to violence, a strategy for dramatizing new relations between the traditionally 

"timeless" work of art and the transient generations, the "publics," that are addressed by 

it.2 

 The paper focuses on the perplexity emerging within the interaction of the a-boil 

public spaces of Athens since 2008, public art and the diversity of the publics addressed-

by and excluded-from it. 

2 Mitchell, W. J. T. (1990). 


