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A B S T R A C T

This research by design is concerned with forming a critique of the temporary uses of public space by
socio-cultural activists in Athens, Greece, through the development of notational drawings and film-
ic experiments. The aim is to propose a method to sustain and construct conditions for temporary
transformations in selected locations within the urban context of Athens by exploring the symbiosis

of corporeal movement and physical space.

It initially draws attention to the political, economic and social drivers that led to the increased pres-
ence of performative activists in public space from the beginning of the financial crisis in 2008. For
the purpose of this research, ‘performance’ refers to a number of temporal kinaesthetic actions that
attempt to critique and interrogate socio-political narratives in public space. Positioning the research
at the intersections between performance practice and architectural design, elements of choreo-
graphic notation and representation are juxtaposed with theories that perceive the space of the city

as a field for social engagement.

Attempting to operate despite the severe funding cuts that were forced by austerity policies as a
result of the first (2010), second (2012) and third (2015) Memoranda, the range of informal solutions
that emerged and their impact on public space have a central role throughout this enquiry. Multi-
ple constraints and passivity in urban space on a global scale, combined with the transformation of
an economic crisis into a spatial crisis, have led to the consideration that a traditional architectural
approach alone can no longer address the reclamation of public spaces. Therefore, a conceptual
and speculative practice could become a critical tool to intervene in public space and constitute a
hybrid approach that responds to the increasing demand to redefine public space. An improvised
notation methodology is formulated to operate as a representational form of “language” that can
record selected events and act as a tool by which ephemeral actions, engraved through performance
into public space, can be captured. This process and its outcomes are initially demonstrated in filmic
experiments which investigate the performative events and form the basis for further speculative
propositions. The aim is to indicate both the relationship between layers of the notational mapping
of space with temporary movement dynamics, and the extent to which this hybrid tool can gener-
ate new urban scenarios and complement architectural drawing. The speculative experimentation
therefore tests how the interpretation of the ephemeral as an embodied experience can determine
and impose elements of design to consolidate a new potential tool for architecture, urban design and
urban activism.

During the course of this research, the performativity of citizens in public space was observed, span-
ning two significant types of crisis. The first was a financial crisis and harsh austerity specific to Greece
since 2009, which accentuated public space as a place of solidarity, but also of decay where the ef-
fects of economic bankruptcy were largely manifested both spatially and socially. The second was the
global crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic, which limited sociability and deprived people of a vast range
of social activities; from education, health and culture to all forms of economic activity. But it also
opened the dialogue for new possibilities in the design of public spaces. Following these reflections,
the thesis primarily highlights the complexity and instability of public space, while the speculative ex-
periments and notational tool proposed reflect on contemporary social actions, looking beyond the
obvious and what is there. The drawing and notational process aims to become a hybrid tool that has
the capacity to shape socio-spatial programmes and disrupt the formality of space by freeing it from
constraints, showing what cannot be otherwise seen. Ultimately, through this process, traditional
architectural drawings are addressed in terms of their ability to adapt and to reflect the discussed

complex social transformations discussed above in spatial terms.
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I NT R O D U C T I O N
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This thesis begins by setting the scene for this study: the city of Athens and its public spaces. The
events that will be discussed have taken place between 2009 and 2021 and are marked by a series
of changes and crises and also by developments and opportunities that the city and its people have
experienced. These twelve years also correspond to my own personal journey in architectural educa-
tion, practice and research — starting with my Bachelor’s degree in 2009 and ending with this PhD by
design in 2021. As | left Athens to move to the UK in order to embark on my university education, |
found that the distance, and my visits approximately every four months, allowed me to observe and
perceive changes more intensely and critically. Within this scope, changes in public space became

more increasingly identifiable.

The socio-political context

2009 - Greece was facing a debt crisis. Coincidentally, that same year | embarked on my undergraduate
studiesinarchitecture and started observing Athens, the city | grew up in, as an exemplified urban case.
The Opera House in Athens was occupied from 28/01 until 07/02. This was a form of activist action seek-
ing to legalise a different type of function. On May 3 2010, Greece officially entered an era of austerity
after signing the first Memorandum (European Commission, n.d.). Since then, Athens as a city in crisis
became a paradigm for the manifestation of the spatial and social consequences that emerged. Public
space was directly influenced by the prevailing conditions, as it became a stage for voices to be heard,
for solidarity to become accessible and for various forms of resistance to become visible. On May 5

2010, the government announced cuts in public spending and a tax rise. The crisis was automatically
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“assigned” a specific physical space —the centre of the city, where all its effects were more intensified.!
From 25 May 2011 until 30 July the Greek “movement of the piazzas” (Leontidou, 2012, p.302) took
place in Syntagma Square. For two months the square became a hybrid space, opened up to citizen
assemblies for discussion and interaction. During this time, events were not simply planned but were
performed, with a highlighted notion of community emerging in these performances. In this context,
“the city became not only the setting but also the means to collectively experiment with possible
alternative forms of social organization” (Stavrides, 2014, p.209). Since then, it could be said that
the crisis transformed the spaces of the city: their ownership, usage, perception, and appropriation.?
Embros theatre was first occupied and activated by artists. The second Memorandum was signed
in 2012. By 2013, Greece was facing a peak in poverty rates, ERT (Hellenic Broadcasting Corpora-
tion) was closed and in 2014 the highest rate of unemployment was recorded. ‘Fiasco @ Mega-
ron’, a live performance organised by the Mauvilli Collective, took place in the Athens Concert
Hall, intervening in a speech given by the Minister of Culture, thus creating a protest perfor-
mance in the space of a cultural institution. In 2015, Greek citizens faced the third Memorandum,
the peak of the migrant crisis and the Greek Referendum. On March, 8 2016, ZE.XQ.XO [SECHO-
CHOJ, the theatrical dance professional’s union in Greece, “performed” a protest, walking back-
wards from the Ministry of Labour and Social Security to the Ministry of Culture, demanding
better working conditions and a change to educational policies. “We are moving backwards, un-
til the moment we are going to move forward”, was the message they wanted to communicate.?
From September to November 2016, the exhibition “Out-topias / Performance and Public — Outdoor
Space” was held at the Benaki Museum in Athens, showcasing projects which attempted to develop a
different approach to outdoor, public space in Greece through the field of performance art. This shift
of attention towards outdoor space was fundamentally linked to the renegotiation of public space
as a primarily shared space. The four-day festival “Mind the Fact” proposed interventions at various
points in the city celebrating narratives of everyday life. Throughout June 2017, Removement Athens
also organised artistic interventions and ambulatory performances on Lycabettus Hill and the Na-
tional Gardens and a site-specific performance on Amerikis Square. At the same time, the UrbanDig
Project presented their site-specific performance Stasis Omonia (20-25 June 2017), the culmination

of a year of research on Omonia Square.*

During this time, socio-political phenomena and frequent disruptions to urban “normali-

ty” weakened the functions of the city, while the combination of the long-term crisis, along

with the consequences of social decay, led to spatial confusion and radical transformation.®
Itis inevitable that, in countries affected by recession, major cities are the central point of its manifes-
tation, the locus of various forms of consequences and where they are most persistent. The present
research has been triggered by the observation of a series of moments and events that have taken
place in Athens throughout these years. By witnessing and discovering a multiplying number of per-
formance and cultural practitioners who have used public space as a testing ground, the need to study
this ongoing phenomenon and to question its origin, its impact and its consequences was identified.®
This shows the interpretation of events of otherwise global significance through a fairly subjective
and personal lens. A catalyst for the project is that the investigation of the spatial impact of perfor-
mative events would require the deployment of performative and interdisciplinary methods. The
performative events were many; some had a clear agenda, more critical, radical and organised than
others, and some were precarious and less impactful. A personal form of association with a number

of these groups and locations set the framework for this research to unfold.

At the core of this enquiry, and its main protagonist, is the city itself and the theories that define it
as a “place where people come together to ‘interact’ with one another” (Batty, 2013, p.14). Drawing
from theories that describe the city as a place of political configurations and a base for the eman-
cipated actions of socially engaged citizens, this research reads public space beyond its topography
and underlying planning strategy. Notions derived from choreography, movement and performance
and their potential relationship with crisis, politics and the city will then be introduced and explored.
Architect and educator Pier Vittorio Aureli addresses the “contingencies, actions, and expectations”
(2012, p.53) that the city comprises in his analysis of the composition of a fundamental theory of the
city. Furthermore, he elaborates on Aldo Rossi’s idea of the “city as a place formed by politics” (p.62),
as opposed to a neutral ground. Rossi suggested that the city can be seen as “an arena of decisive
and singular events whose defined forms could pose a challenge to the urban phenomena” (p.63). He
addressed the challenge of “finding adequate architectural language to express phenomena that [...]
[goes] well beyond architecture, including developments in planning, communications, information
exchange [...]” (p.67).1t could be argued that a similar challenge is applicable today, in the aftermath
of two different types of crisis — financial and health —in expressing complex socio-cultural phenom-

ena and the resulting urban transformation using traditional architectural methods.

In his Writings on Cities, Henri Lefebvre references the “communal property of land” (1998, p.87) in

ancient Greek and Roman cities. He explained how the design and formation of the urban landscape
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originated as a thoughtful distribution of space, shaped around the distinguished core of a politically
charged centre. It is no coincidence that the agora became the very centre of the Athenian democ-
racy and a symbol of all that relates to urban life. As a place for assembly, discussion and decision
making, it is first and foremost an open space. Lefebvre moves on to discuss the effects that emerged
as a result of the rise of industrial capitalism — “a demand for city planning” upon which cities glob-
ally transformed, giving rise to state institutions and their establishment as decision-making bodies.
Physically, public space is a place where singularities become a plurality and where people move
guided by the rhythms that are embedded in the urban fabric. For Lefebvre, human beings “have
a need to see, to hear, to touch, to taste and the need to gather these perceptions in a world. It is
from these basic needs that a desire for cultural values, including creativity and knowledge, derives”
(p.147). It is inevitable that each city becomes a reflection of its society — with its virtues and patho-

gens, and with incomplete spaces that become voids — places of possibility.

The role of civic actions in the city has mostly been encountered in theories of urbanism. In The
Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961), urbanist and activist Jane Jacobs critiques the pre-
vailing urban planning trends that were adopted by American cities in the 1950s. She emphasises
the importance of public life and how it translates into spatial infrastructure. Jacobs viewed the city
as an outcome of short-lived, small-scale, spontaneous civic actions. Drawing from Jacobs’s writings,
in Building and Dwelling: Ethics for the City, Richard Sennett (2018) discusses his views on how a
city should be inhabited. He advocates for the idea of an “open city”, one that is able to deal with
complexities, ambiguities, shifts and unpredictability. His approach, proposing the notion of a porous
city, is based on the idea that it consists of multiple sites with uses that expand and change and
therefore remain incomplete. Sennett suggests collaborations between experts and the public in an
effort to enable citizens to take a central role and initiative in design. Alex Pentland (2015) outlines
the functions of an organised city, where citizens are concentrated in their local areas for their basic
needs but move to the heart of the city for exploration, the satisfaction of needs and new activities,
together with others. At the core of the city we find the need for communication, which is essentially

triggered by and dependent on movement.

Sociologist, dancer, academic and activist Randy Martin wrote:

The common-sense view of crisis is that it arrests movement. Therefore, it seems

that breaks are total, and ruptures irreparable, as if each moment involves a re-

thinking of what is to be done. When applied to political life, the idea of crisis sug-
gests a series of unconnected moves, each of which is prompted by a thought and
a decision, rather than something continuous in itself and capable of going beyond

itself. (Martin, 1998, p.1)

When applied to choreography, which is the discipline of designing movement, a crisis can be seen as
a metaphor. As motion in choreography is continuous, a crisis can be a rupture or moments of still-
ness. Seeing choreography from this angle enhances its ability to penetrate social life as a kinaesthet-
ic action that can occur at any space collectively. Martin suggests that its “social significance exceeds
what we broadly recognise as ‘choreography’ and could apply to everyday life and one of its branches
— politics”. He further elaborates that movement has the capacity to inform “critical consciousness”,
leading to reflection and embodiment. To him “dance has all the intensity of an emergency” (1998,
p.1), while “the body in a social environment is both responsive to and a transformative element
of that environment” (1985, p.56). According to Martin, politics and corporeal movement are pro-
cesses that make and occupy space (1985). Sustaining the focus of the interpretation of corporeal
movement in public space as a form of choreography, it can be seen as a process of combining a
series of movements together and of identifying changes in speed and direction, following precise
instructions, which take the form of a script. “Choreography could nevertheless be conceived by
Merce Cunningham as an ‘open space’ as every choreographic structure is, for him, a ‘space in time’

in which anything can happen.” (Portanova, 2013, p.98)

The rise of performative events in the public spaces of Athens occurred not only as responses to the
socio-political landscape since the early years of the financial crisis, but also as a drive for pre-ex-
isting groups to address emerging profound issues (Sakellariou, 2019) to a collective audience: for
example, the effects of austerity measures on urban space and specifically their role in the decline
of the centre of Athens. The literature analysis identifies the drivers that led to the emergence of
these interventions. It provides an explanation of the political, economic and social conditions that
shape the context. The study then investigates the modes of creative practice that prevailed and
seeks to identify their relationship, as kinaesthetic events, to choreographic tools and principles. This
relationship consists of a critical point that lays the foundations for the design experimentations.
Subsequently, the thesis addresses the potential implications of performance initiatives for public

space and suggests a speculative and subjective design methodological approach to respond to the
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challenge of its adaptability to ephemeral civic actions. This introductory chapter describes the case
for the research, and its aims, research questions and contribution. It initiates speculation over the
implications of the role of architectural methods in the described context and identifies Athens as a

catalytic setting for the study of public space.

On a global scale, the economic crisis was transformed into a spatial crisis through channels such
as the property market, housing foreclosures and financial debacle of urban areas (Cohen, 2011).
Since the Movement of the Squares in 2011 and the recurring riots, the centre of Athens became a
manifestation of existing dichotomies that gradually deepened. The citizens’ right to their city was
expressed through actions of defence but also through the occupation of public spaces (the area of
Exarhia, the former Elliniko Airport, Navarinou Park, Pedion tou Areos Park, Syntagma Square, Omo-
nia Square, etc.). Along with these actions came a general sense of awakening and cultural empower-
ment. This was attempted through open-air events, including collective kitchens and performances.
As Greek civil society proved to be dysfunctional, and had limited autonomy in relation to the state
and political parties, in contrast to this, social movements, collective actions and alternative spaces
emerged as a response to this condition. During this time, occupations of radio and television sta-
tions, city halls and universities, as well as disruptions of theatrical performances (Vradis and Dalako-
glou, 2011, Kotronaki and Seferiadis, 2012) became frequent. Overall, the revolt led to the formation
of new social groups, actions, neighbourhood assemblies, occupations and self-managed spaces in
the centre of Athens. Arroyo (2010, p. 411) argues that extraordinary short-lived events in urban
public space can potentially have a lasting impact, transform parts of the city, “and thus constitute
spaces of insurgent citizenship”, while_Miraftab & Wills (2005) call for the recognition of improvised,
invented spaces of citizenship. What seems quite significant for the speculative experimentation that
isintroduced later in this research is precisely the impact of temporality and improvisation in physical

space that characterised these events.

Civic participation became a form of radical response to the contested social framework. As this
framework faced collapse during austerity measures, and citizens were led to bottom-up solutions in
the form of soup kitchens, solidarity clinics, occupied parks and new cultural hubs, the uses of public
space became contested by these new modes. At the same time, new private institutions emerged
(Argyropoulou, 2015) to fill the new gaps, as state funding was unable to provide adequate subsidy
for the arts, or even adequately support the existing public institutions. The extensive cuts to the

already minimal welfare policy for the arts revealed a certain — somehow expected — prioritisation

of public goods. The intention to reclaim the use of public space as a performance and participatory
space came as a response to the fragmentation of socio-economic methods, which relate to the
consumption of cultural production. It seems that the financial conditions brought to the surface
and even exaggerated the pre-existing issues. Cultural practitioners were already forming groups and
think-tanks. As a result, the outburst of the crisis found many of them prepared to actively partici-

pate.

The case for the thesis

These realisations feed into an argument around moving away from a particular kind of public space,
with a specific history and usage, to spaces that are more participatory and adaptable. In Athens, a
different kind of political movement was formed, led by a consciousness of reaction and resistance.
This fundamentally influenced a new thought process and a restructuring of how public spaces are
used and how urban networks are created. As these conditions are not at all static, but multi-layered
and shifting a new method of recording them needs to be explored. My background and experience
as a trained architect in the UK, my familiarity with Athens, my frustration with the aforementioned
socio-political conditions that prevailed and my strong interest in dance, choreography and notation
have defined the methodological approach and the suggested combination of these disciplines. Be-
yond this previous knowledge and experience, choreography and notation can be considered as ideal
tools for the present study as they can introduce valuable insights into the representation of move-
ment — an aspect in which architectural representation is lacking. The proposed collaboration of the
desciplines will be demonstrated not only in filmic experiments and notational drawings as re-draw-
ings of public spaces, but eventually also in hybrid drawings that will suggest a way of combining two
different drawing styles — architectural and notational. The hybrid drawings will be observed as final
outcomes of this process with notation acting as an additional layer and complimentary device in the
representation of physical space. Ultimately, the gap in knowledge is found both in architecture and
in notation and the hybrid drawings will be considered as a response to the exposed shortcomings

of architecture.

Architect, naval architect and community activist Philip Thiel comments on the inefficiency of archi-
tectural means of representation to depict the realistic experience of a space. He argues that “the

discontinuous form of a series of sketches (as well as the special skill and labour required to produce
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them in sufficient quantity to be of significance) renders them unsuitable for the representation of
such a continuous process of transformation as vision in motion; while the infinite viewpoint and
disconnectedness of orthographic projections are also quite remote from the actual experience.”
(1961, p. 34). He continues that perspective drawings alone do not seem able to succeed in this
as they consist fragmented views, remote from the experience of being in a given space. Thiel also
considers that camera recording is “not an adaptable tool for conceptualising” the experience of
space and concluded that the creation of a space-notation is more versatile. His suggested notation
however is representing spatial elements such as surfaces, screens and objects and, although the use
of space is indicated, it is not adequately described in terms of movement patterns. Similarly, with
his analysis on notations used in a variety of art forms in the book Languages of Art: An Approach to
a Theory of Symbols (1976), American philosopher Nelson Goodman suggests that the symbols ad-
opted in architectural drawing are lacking on a multi-sensory communication level. He states that it
is a “shortcoming of architecture that its notation cannot communicate the sum of a given work’s es-
sential features.” (Goodman, 1976, p.219). This PhD by design will attempt to tackle the shortcoming
of architectural drawing in depicting movement in public space. It will propose a method to notate it

and to incorporate it into representational drawings.

At that time, Europe was experiencing uncertainty that related to both economic instabil-
ity and mass immigration (Tsilimpounidi, 2012b, p. 547). Within this climate, Greece faced
the consequences of its vulnerability as its place in the European Union was questioned.’
Whilst these factors were intensely felt in Greece, the consequences were also relevant in the wider
European context. As a result, Greece is not an isolated case but is greatly influenced by the wider
socio-political climate. A characteristic example of European political and artistic interrelation was
that of the documenta 14 art exhibition (April-July 2017). As a highly criticised event, this was the
first time that the major art exhibition had taken place outside of Kassel, Germany. On many occa-
sions, exhibits or performances were intentionally scattered across the city, in an attempt to prove
that Athens had finally become a fertile cultural ground, enabling performance and artistic events
to take place in public space. Documenta 14 arrived with the title “Learning from Athens”, claiming
that it sought to interrogate what it means to be “public”. The timing was not unintentional, as the
collective ideas that had been discussed and practised for years already in Athens had reached a
culminating point of fruition: creative initiatives, uses and activities that occupied the empty shells

of buildings in ephemeral ways, both short-term and long-term, as collective functions. On the other

hand, commercial spaces such as hotels became central points of interest, in an effort to place more
emphasis on the hospitality sector and tourism. The increasing interest around how the shells of the
city’s empty buildings could bring a solid economy that would potentially lead to the rise of the city
became central. Hence, the building shell could play an important role in appropriating the city and
finding new narratives. Potential ways to enable performative practices in different parts of the com-
munity could still be further facilitated. Eventually, most commercial projects were greatly interrupt-

ed by the COVID-19 pandemic, while a substantial number of empty buildings still remains inactive.

Area of Research

“Performative”, in the case of this study, refers to temporary kinaesthetic actions that attempt to
form a critique by producing narratives in space. In general terms, performance in Athens became a
form of social action in urban space, initially widely used within artistic circles, but gradually becom-
ing commonly used by other groups of citizens. As a result of the multiple changes in the post-auster-
ity cultural and social scene, and in contrast to the previous decade of prosperity, there was a contin-
uous relocation of civic activity within urban space. A starting point for this process is the idea that
the human body can be seen as a spatial agent through which conditions in public space can occur.
In this context, the study will address and highlight the need to reconsider the role of the architect in

times of austerity and crisis.

Moving away from the socio-political context described above, and in order to form an introduction
to the theoretical concepts addressed in this thesis, it is perhaps significant to begin by identifying
this practice-based enquiry as interdisciplinary. Positioning the topic at the intersection of perfor-
mance practice and architectural design, elements of notation, choreography and representation
are juxtaposed with theories that perceive space in the city as a social space. Examining such theo-
ries, architectural historian Jane Rendell reflects on the interconnectedness of social frameworks and
architecture, suggesting, “It is not then simply that space is socially produced, but also that social
relations are spatially produced” (2006, p.20). This relationship becomes very relevant in the course
of the thesis. In her book Art and Architecture, Rendell (2006, p.18) also suggests the term “critical
spatial practice” to “describe work that transgresses the limits of art and architecture and engages
with both the social and the aesthetic, the public and the private”. Rendell provides a critique of

those notions, pointing out that the term she underpins draws attention not only to the importance
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of the critical but also to the spatial, indicating the interest in exploring the specifically spatial aspects

of interdisciplinary processes or practices that operate between art and architecture (p.34).

Individuals and groups of citizens are now in a position to initiate the rethinking of public space to
adapt to newly urgent social needs and normalised behaviours. Is this a temporary situation that will
fade after the “end” of this crisis? Would, then, public space return to “normal”? And what do we
consider as normal? (Argyropoulou, 2016). Now, over a decade after the beginning of the crisis, it is
perhaps necessary to address the multiple layers of change that were triggered by austerity and the
impact they had on the function of the Greek public sector and therefore the public spaces of Athens.
Greece embodied economic, political, social, and cultural dilemmas. Increasing privatisation of public
assets, as well as political and economic upheavals, have created a conflict within the urban environ-
ment (Kohn, 2004; Staeheli and Mitchell, 2008), which is of immediate and urgent significance. | wish
to respond to the jeopardy and vulnerability of public space, arguing that the proposed approach
can be an effective means of addressing this matter. Given the urgency of confronting this challenge,
can a speculative, corporeal practice intervene in public space and become a way of addressing the
tension that it is under? For architect and researcher Sophia Banou (2016), there is a concrete spati-
ality emerging from the immateriality and ephemerality of experience. Positioning the emergence of
drawing as an experience of participation, instead of a mechanistic process of transcription, Banou

highlights the significance of the self-referential nature of representation through metaphor (p.22).

In this discussion, the architect’s responsibilities can begin to be questioned. Greek architect Aris-
tide Antonas explains that “today, at its current state, Athens cannot be thought as the typical West-
ern city as conceived some years ago. Athens becomes an exemplary urban congregation that could
represent an unknown future city [...]. In that sense, Greek architects are not so much concerned
with what is being built, but with the complex transformations that the city is experiencing” (An-
tonas, n.d.). At a time of general pessimism and despair, the responsibilities of architecture and its
working methodologies become tested. This was also relevant during the COVID-19 pandemic. Liam
Young draws attention to the ever-changing conceptions regarding the role of the architect in
modern society. He stresses that architects need to change their model of practice in order to
remain relevant and to intervene in these systems beyond shaping the physical building. Finally,
he suggests that a speculative architectural mode of visual expression should be stitched together

with the mediums within which film and documentaries work (Babkin, 2017). The matter of how

architectural methods and drawings can readjust in order to remain relevant, either to a specif-
ic context or to a series of advances, applies to this enquiry to a large extent. And it is this very

speculative approach and subjective lens that seek to generate a proposition.

Aims and Objectives

In this research by design, the aim is to capture social interactions that are ephemeral in nature and
experiment with the insertion of the element of performance in the architectural drawing process.
This will facilitate the design of a drawn notation that may allow the recording of these ephemeral
events and may help to re-define the function of public space in the context of Athens. Drawing from
notions that dominate the discourse and the shifts in public space, the research will seek to identify
different narratives, possibilities and a methodology generated from the activity of groups of cultural
practitioners in public space. The outcome will serve the purpose of visualising how these groups
and their ephemeral actions interacted with the specificities of the urban context to express desires,
hopes and opportunity. As many of these groups fade through time as they mainly operate precari-
ously, new ones often emerge and the demand multiplies exponentially according to the prevailing
social conditions (i.e. as effects of the financial crisis or the COVID-19 pandemic). Perhaps this could
be described as a continuous activist effort that struggles to bring out a change that is both seen and

felt at the same time.

Locating the research in the specific political landscape, the thesis seeks to examine whether the per-
formative actions that gathered momentum in recent years can be seen as a form of spatial interven-
tion, and how this can be captured, empowered and guided through a notational drawing method.

The objectives of this research-by-design are:

To attempt to redraw selected squares of Athens as public spaces of intense cultural activist

activity using the body as agency in an effort to document performative actions that take

place within them and in their periphery.

- Todocument the live improvised drawing process, as well as the space and events of selected
locations, through filmic experiments.

- To formulate architectural notation techniques that enable public space to be drawn based

on the intense movement dynamics that have occurred within it.

- To test these techniques in a speculative scenario where it can also instruct performance
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rather than merely describe it, in order to reshape the functions of public space through the
agency of the body in motion.
- Toreflect on the drawn notations and their capacity to empower and facilitate change in the

functions of public space.

Research Questions
This research by design seeks to interrogate selected ephemeral activist and performative events in
public spaces in Athens and attempts to classify and encapsulate them by means of a speculative, im-
provised notational method in order to address the potential impact of temporal events as moments
of opportunity in a pathogenic public space. More specifically, through reflexive research, key perfor-
mative urban encounters will be translated into notational drawings in order to capture and utilise
a reimagined use of public spaces and their design characteristics. Ultimately, through this process,
traditional architectural drawing will be questioned in terms of its adequacy to adapt and to reflect

in spatial terms the complex social transformations discussed.

The research will unfold by addressing the following main question:

How can a notational drawing method complement traditional architectural drawing to describe
complex movement dynamics and suggest narratives of opportunity and change in public spaces

in Athens?

In order to respond to this question, the following sub-questions focus on the design component of

the research.

1. Within the specificities of the socio-political landscape of Athens, can the thesis identify ways
by which performative ephemeral events in public space are seen as a form of spatial inter-

vention that brings permanent change to the spatial configuration of public spaces?

2. How can notation be used as a tool to depict temporary movement dynamics that occur in

public space and to facilitate the representation of performative events?

3. What are the implications and potential of the proposed notational methodology in enrich-

ing the architecture and urban design disciplines, as well as contributing to future activism?

4. What types of public spaces have the capacity to host temporary performative interventions

which can then become embedded in their design?

This research is narrated through filmic experimentations, and notational drawings which are pro-
duced in order to reflect the condition of public spaces that host temporary performative events
based on movement dynamics. The methodology will contribute towards an improvised use of no-
tation that lies between choreography, architecture and urban design in an attempt to transgress
the limits of more normative architectural methods to describe extraordinary social events and the
role of architecture in this context. The research will also address the potential impact of temporal
events as moments of opportunity and translate them into notational drawings in order to capture
and utilise a reimagined use of public spaces and their design characteristics. Traditional architectural
drawing will be questioned in terms of its ability to adapt and to reflect in spatial terms the complex

social transformations discussed.

The study of the public sphere and the public space of cities is a broadly researched subject that has
been widely researched within architectural and urban design discourses. In the city of Athens, this
has attracted attention, due to the recession (Brekke et al., 2018; Vaiou & Kalandides, 2017), but at
the same time an increased popularity in terms of public actions by creative practitioners (Kanello-
poulou, 2019). | seek to observe the situation by means of an alternative method of experimentation.
It seems more urgent in this case to suggest a way that will enable the architectural discipline to
remain relevant, rather than to propose solutions using traditional architectural drawing methods.
Findings are expected to potentially highlight the spatial impact of temporal actions and how these
might affect larger areas, expanding into parts of the city. In some cases, events that might occur in
enclosed spaces influence their surrounding environment at a larger scale. Findings are also expected
to assess the sustainability of existing and past interventions and generate new possibilities. Graphic
representation of selected actions by local groups and assemblies will be undertaken following field-
work in Greece. These would have culminated with the implementation of site-specific performances
but were interrupted by COVID-19 restrictions. Finally, the study will also address parameters such as

the level of tolerance in public spaces and the participation of citizens and organised groups.
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Originality

This thesis identifies a gap in both traditional architectural drawing and notational drawing and will
aim to respond to it by formulating a methodology in order to propose a complementary synergy of
architecture and notation and address the challenge of capturing performative ephemeral events in
public space. This research will further contribute to the understanding of the parameters that influ-
ence the functions of public spaces through the interrogation and recording of activities that unfold
throughout the duration of the research. It will consist of a proposition for cultural, urban design and
architecture practitioners, the local community and researchers in those fields to adopt the proposed
technique to reflect on current and unprecedented matters that concern the urban realm. Drawing
from Philip Thiel’s and Nelson Goodman’s remarks on the inefficiency of architectural means of rep-
resentation to depict the realistic experience of a space, and that the symbols adopted in architec-
tural drawing are lacking on a multi-sensory communication level, this PhD by design will suggest a
method to tackle the shortcoming of architectural drawing in depicting movement and in reshaping
the functions of public space through notation. The notation approach will stem from the very sub-
ject of this study — performance — enacting its principles of process and implementation. Perspective
drawings alone do not seem able to succeed in this as they consist fragmented views, remote from
the experience of being in a given space. The combination of notations and filmic experiments will

consist a proposition to fill this gap and to create conditions for change within the city.

The creative act of performing a notational drawing as well as the multiple ways in which it can be
interpreted to depict and to suggest unpredictable situations forms the case for this research by
design. It will instigate the development of a drawn “incomplete language” that will act as a com-
plementary device to architectural drawing, a survey of events in public space as well as a record of
experiences. Through this process, traditional architectural drawing will be questioned in terms of its
ability to adapt and to reflect the discussed complex social transformations in spatial terms. The no-
tational drawing method replaces traditional architectural drawing to describe complex movement
dynamics and suggest narratives of opportunity in public spaces in Athens. It could be argued that,
given the current constraints and the level of passivity in urban space and the built environment on
a global scale, a traditional architectural approach seems no longer able to address the reclamation
of such spaces and offer a proposition on contemporary socio-cultural and economic issues and their
demands. Therefore, a conceptual and speculative practice which involves cross-disciplinary meth-

ods could be a more effective approach to this challenge, intervene in public space and become a

way of addressing the tension that it is under. The researcher takes the role of both the architect and
the performer, intervening in this urban scene and interpreting it by way of corporeal practice. The

outcome of this process is demonstrated in video recording experiments.

A variety of tools have been deployed in architecture and urban design to conduct physical site sur-
veys and the surveys of social aspects in space, but not many to identify how temporary relationships
of the body and temporary interventions reconfigure spaces, and how this temporality can be inte-
grated into a more advanced understanding of urban spaces. There is very little discourse in architec-
tural practice about considering such temporary reconfigurations in design, and not much in the way
of tools that can help to achieve this. The temporary performative events marked and interpreted
through film and drawing are selected by the researcher, following encounter and observation. The
selection criteria focused more on cultural initiatives which use performance as a means to become
present in public space. However, other initiatives, such as nomadic kitchens and community assem-
blies, have also been included where appropriate, to show the multi-layered character of temporary
events. The choice of who is visible in the drawings adds an interdisciplinary approach that differs
from data-driven studies in engineering, planning, big data analysis and the standardised incorporat-

ed measurements and representations of the body in architecture.

Methodology

The methodology is designed to suggest an alternative process of notating as a way of interven-
ing and complementing traditional architectural drawing. This research seeks to examine tempo-
ral events in public space, and attempts to re-assemble them by means of a speculative corporeal
practice that involves drawing and moving image. More particularly, with a design-led approach, the
researcher takes on the role of both the architect and the performer, intervening in the urban scene
and interpreting kinaesthetic actions by means of an improvised notational method of representa-
tion. The aim is to record certain performative events that have occurred in public spaces in Athens
through drawing, notation and film. This process will enable the development of the representation-
al form of “incomplete language” to describe these events, and will act as a tool to construct new
events and compare the adaptability of public space to adjust and reshape to respond to citizens’
emerging needs. Its purpose is also to depict the overlapping layers of performative actions in the

spaces where they have occurred, the spatial relationships between them, their interaction with
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each public space and with the socio-political conditions that prevailed. Emphasis is then placed on
proposing this method as a technique that captures temporary events from the embodied memory
of the researcher. This technique could be seen as a new choreographic use of notation, where space
is redrawn based on movement dynamics. A series of re-drawings and filmic experimentations will be
produced as a proposed method to document the palimpsest of temporal moments of performance

in public spaces in Athens.

Improvised Performative Notation,
Site-specific speculative case studies:

The methodological approach for this research involves sensory ethnography that enables the ob-
servation, analysis and interpretation of particular events that are categorised as case studies. These

case studies can be divided into two categories:
(1) those chosen by the researcher to be analysed as examples that shape the local scene

(2) those that are outcomes of the researcher’s own practice (i.e the researcher’s own interven-

tion and field work tests) as a means to investigate the main research questions.

The selection of the cases found in the first category, (1), have been derived by (a) general research
and readings for the literature review and (b) specific personal encounters or involvement of the re-
searcher. It is significant for this research to delve into an examination of some of the most distinctive
events that have taken place and formed the origins of this turn towards performance in Athens.
These are discussed in the literature review, and particularly in Chapters 1 and 2. At this stage, some
physical preliminary research that was conducted a short time before this thesis began has informed
the selection of case studies (1b). Personal encounters with representatives of some groups, partici-
pation in community assemblies and also some initial observations on the field took place in Athens
in November 2017 during the workshop “Transforming the [Re]Public”. As part of the workshop,
an involvement in the neighbourhood Resident’s Assembly for Plato’s Academy was attained, along
with discussions with representatives of the UrbanDig Project performance group. This opportunity
brought a number of case studies to the researcher’s attention and led to the discovery of others. To
begin with, qualitative data was collected through research regarding the types of cultural initiatives
that have been established during the years of the crisis. Primarily online sources were used for this,
and the websites and blogs of various initiatives. Throughout the course of this research, observation

of ongoing practices and events held in Athens has taken place. However, this research is not an ex-

haustive exploration of events in their totality, but rather a partial representative sample identified

by the researcher’s involvement and local observation of events.

In order to test the impact of performative events that have taken place, research will be conducted
by means of gathering data from local bodies (i.e. the Municipality of Athens). Additionally, informa-
tion has been gathered from community engagement groups and their archives (i.e. the UrbanDig
Project, Urban Dwellers, the Nomadic Architecture Network, the Mavili Collective, the neighbour-
hood Resident’s Assembly for Plato’s Academy), the personal archives of artists, activists and scholars
(Martha Passakopoulou, Dr. Gigi Argyropoulou, Dr. Penny Travlou and Dr. Maria Papadimitriou), as

well as news platforms.

Research on notation systems:

An analytical investigation into notating techniques will be undertaken in an attempt to identify
where notation systems from the fields of choreography, music, urban design and architecture are
lacking in terms of their representation of temporary events in urban space and how these systems
operate. Moreover, the research will explore the possibility of incorporating a notation system into
design methodology in a way that will trigger the emergence of an alternative design logic. The re-
search will be updated in parallel with the most recent findings and observations of the researcher.
In this process, the literature review will focus on the analysis of selected notation systems for re-
cording movement from a range of disciplines such as urban design (Lawrence Halprin, Kevin Lynch,
Donald Appleyard and John Myer), architecture (Bernard Tschumi), choreography (William Forsythe,
Rudolf Laban, Trisha Brown, Deborah Hay, Yvonne Rainer) and music (lannis Xenakis, John Cage,
Anestis Logothetis). Mapping and overlaid drawings will then be used to interpret the function and
methodology of case study initiatives that are situated in a variety of locations in the city of Athens.

In addition, the observation of events will be represented through photographs and sketches.

Visual Analysis

Observations of both past and current events by the researcher are crucial for the direction of this
research. The information-gathering process will result in visual diagrammatic analyses consisting of

mappings, drawings and films to best represent the information collected. The visual language of this
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analysis will also become part of the narrative that will culminate with the design outcome. In addi-

tion, the observation of certain events will be represented by means of photographs and sketches.

Drifting
Drawing and Improvisation

The design aspect of this research is fundamentally based on an embodied way of performing
hand-drawings and filmic montage re-drawings of the selected public spaces, depicting their dy-
namics and flows and their temporary transformations beyond conventional drawing tools. With an
improvised and spontaneous notation, drawing from memory suggests alternative ways of under-
standing physical space, using the body as an agency of documentation towards the development of
notational drawings and filmic experiments This process will facilitate the development of a design
tool by which temporary, ephemeral actions, engraved through performance into public space, can
be captured. The main focus will be to achieve this in plan and elevation view, but also through
three-dimensional drawing overlays on photographs. This re-drawing can then be utilised as a re-
imagining of public spaces and their potential adaptability to temporary events. Therefore, it will be
crucial for this drawing process to identify a way that enables its reproduction and adaptability to

different public spaces. In other words, to identify how it can become a tool.

The very act of drawing a plan, a section and an elevation implies the fixed physical position of the
architect, a specific viewpoint and a distance from the object. It also implies a degree of control over
the space it depicts. Architect and educator Damjan Jovanovic brings attention to the political con-
notations of the plan in architecture. He explains that through drawing, the architect “partakes in a
political practice enabled by the medium of a plan” (Jovanovic, 2016, p.31). Perspective, on the other
hand functions differently. It is usually added after the design is finalised, to add atmosphere and the
illusion of life. This hints at elements of a subjective space and a drawing that can have multiple inter-
pretations, creating “unpredictable situations” (Behrbohm, 2016, p.44). A drawing, however, can be
more versatile than simply being used as a representational tool. It can be instrumental for the design
process, for research, for communication, for imagination. In addition, when adding the dimension
of time, a drawing becomes less static and more adaptable. “Adding time to drawing can unfold the
narrative of assembly; predict the architecture’s response to weather; calculate future patterns of

occupation.” (Haralambidou, 2016, p.85). Andrew Walker asks: “what if the drawings we create

were less predictable, less deterministic and less stable? Can a drawing, through indeterminacy and
orchestrated chance, trigger a more engaged form of perception and, as a result, provoke a more
active occupation?” (Walker, 2016, p.63). Deriving from the idiosyncrasies of the architect, a “good
architectural drawing is about, on one level, what one leaves out” (Spiller, 2016, p.148). This concept
of selection is adopted during the drawing process that shapes this inquiry, leading to drawings that

can be seen more as artefacts than instructions.

Improvisation in this research is used as a way of choreographic experience that involves a physical
re-enactment of events through drawing, rather than as a process where the physical experience
is insignificant. The notation is analysed and broken down into symbols with different meanings,
only after the entire notation has first been drawn. This decision, made by the researcher, involves a
process which is the reverse of the way notation systems are normally used. For example, in the La-
banotation system, Laban matches symbols to limbs and the different ways in which they can move.
It then uses combinations of these to describe movement. In this research by design, notation occurs
as a final piece of drawing. The researcher then evaluates the decisions made about representation
and gives them meaning and power. It is also interesting to investigate how improvisation is theorised
in a broader scope of disciplines and discourses. In the book The Fierce Urgency of Now: Improvisa-
tion, Rights, and the Ethics of Cocreation, new spatial and temporal imaginaries of politics and culture
are examined. Here, improvisation is seen as having the ability to “create performance spaces that
transform physical places. It can produce performance times that interrupt and redirect historical
times”. (Fischlin, Heble & Lipsitz, 2013, p. xxii). These parameters of transformation and interrup-
tion are crucial in the context of the thesis and towards its design proposition. Improvisation and its
influence on choreography and performance are further explored in later chapters. Improvisation
is also identified as “the creation and development of new, unexpected, and productive concretive
relations”. The author also positions improvisation as a catalyst in creative community-making and
cocreation, stressed by the “creative commons” (p.xxii). “Improvisation then is not just a method or
a tool, but a condition that supports artistic and ethical growth because it activates new forms of

agency within a specific set of constraints” (p.2).

Fieldwork

This research is a selective documentation of performance case studies in Athens, identified follow-

ing qualitative research and personal experience in the city. The selection has been made according
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A narrative interpretation by the author, showing a selection of performative events in Syntagma Square, from
public intervention to protest and occupation (i.e. the documenta 14 art exhibition in 2017, the performance
Two steps forward — one step back in 2016 and the Indignant Citizens movement that took place between May

and August 2011).

to a number of criteria and conditions of engagement. The selection criteria were as follows:

(a) Urban strategic significance

e Where the interest of the researcher in the site is due to the manifestation of intense urban

conditions

e Strategic location within the city

e  Proximity to other significant locations

® The history of these locations

(b) Personal, experiential

Where the researcher has personal experience of a particular location or/and a relationship with

representatives of specific collectives and has followed their work

(c) Political subversion

Where the historical symbolism and political significance of a specific location has triggered recur-

ring civic gathering and activity

(d) Focus of artistic attention

Where a specific location has attracted artists’/activists’ attention and frequently hosted perfor-

mance events.

Fieldwork in Athens is central to the methodology and it is enhanced by my experiential knowledge
of the city: both the theoretical analysis and the film and drawing experiments are strongly ground-
ed in empirical research. Preliminary data for the case studies was collected through a series of three
visits at the spaces where groups of artists/performers operate. This enabled an understanding of
the processes, rituals, intentions, aims and practices of those involved in either participating or

instigating events and performative interventions in public spaces. The information resulting from
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these encounters was intended to be examined in more depth. As part of previous early research,
fieldwork in Athens has helped to frame the scope of this thesis and establish communication with a
number of participants in the initiatives. In addition, Athens is my home town, and as a result embod-
ied memory and personal experiences have played a key role in the progression and decision-making
that take place throughout the research. The research is informed by my studies in architecture and

by my long-lasting interest and involvement in dance and performance.

The object of the design study is addressed as a performance, a temporal event. To better capture
these “events” during fieldwork, forms of documentation will consist of mappings, drawings, over-
lays, photos and video recordings of case studies. These will act as integral artefacts in investigat-
ing the main aims, as they will consist of a re-reading of selected events. Specific time frames, as
well as specific political, social and artistic events, are used as central points by which to navigate
through the landscape, and to provide the necessary structure for examining and reflecting on the
chosen sites. Preliminary studies/scenarios will be tested as speculative interventions, from which
new urban narratives will emerge. From these preliminary testings, some explorative observations
will emerge regarding the chosen sites. For example, case studies that have already been identified
during early research respond to citizens’ specific basic needs and execute a specific set of tempo-
rary actions in the public spaces where they operate. Having already identified their equipment and
spatial position, the next step could be to attempt to re-read these initiatives with a different object

of investigation, i.e. their performativity instead of the nature of their service.

While form correlates with more static qualities, performance correlates with objects that are dy-
namic, responsive, non static and that change through time. This non static element is also what best
describes the socio-political scene in Athens during the ten-year period since the beginning of the
crisis. The performance interventions and forms of representation, such as mappings and speculative
drawings, are a tool rather than a finished object. In that sense, they also have a function while they
are produced, while the researcher/performer activates the narrative through movement. Karandi-
nou and Koutsoumpos (2008) argue that the map is “the mimetic re-performance of the exploration

of space”.

Video recording and editing

Video recording techniques were utilised in order to represent the way in which the researcher/
performer produces the improvised notations and, at a later stage, the design interventions. The
outcome of this process is demonstrated in short film experiments. Recordings take place in identi-
fied public spaces in Athens, and in an indoor space where the researcher performs the drawing of
the improvised notation for each public space. The in-between experience of moving from research
to practice is identified as drifting in space (Chapter 4). One of the main processes of the Situationist
International (SI) was the practice of the dérive, “a type of free-form but critical drift through urban
terrain. Part of its purpose lay in allowing participants to drift from their usual activities and to be-
come more aware of their surroundings while simultaneously seeking ways of changing them — an
attempt to disrupt existing representations and convey different visions of the city” (Pinder, 1996,
p.416). For the SI, drifting was advanced as a critically informed walking practice. In this research,

drifting becomes adopted as an analytical device.

The work of ethnographic filmmakers such as Ruby (2000), Rouch (2003), MacDougall (2005) and
also Maya Deren (1945), who used dancers in her films in order to record movement in outdoor
spaces, are central references for the design of the films. Deren brought the dancer’s body into dia-
logue with the natural environment that surrounded it. Characteristically, MacDougall explored the
theme of the body through film — the relationship between the body of the viewer and the body of
the filmmaker and the dynamics between them. As every performance is created for an audience,
the different relationships between the performers and the public, but also between the researcher,

the public and the viewers of the films, are taken into consideration.

It could be argued that, given the current constraints imposed by limited architectural tools, capitalist
markets and the level of passivity in urban space and the built environment on a global scale, a tra-
ditional architectural approach seems no longer able to address the reclamation of such spaces and
offer a proposition that challenges contemporary socio-cultural and economic issues and their de-
mands. Therefore, a conceptual and speculative practice, which involves multi-disciplinary methods,
could be a more effective approach to this challenge, intervening in public space and becoming a way
of addressing the tension that it is under. The researcher takes the role of both the architect and the

performer, intervening in this urban scene and re-drawing it from memory. As a result, this re-draw-
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ing technique, and the decision-making process about what is included and what is excluded in the
drawings, becomes a methodology of knowledge production. The temporary performative events
marked and interpreted through film and drawing are selected by the researcher, following personal
encounters and observation. The selection criteria focused more on cultural initiatives, which use
performance as a means to become present in public space. However, other initiatives such as no-
madic kitchens and community assemblies have also been included, supporting the multi-layered
nature of recurring temporary events. This selection constructs a subjective and original approach
for re-reading the public space and the relationship between the researcher and the locations and
events selected. Furthermore, the drawing process also becomes selective in terms of what is includ-
ed or excluded and how each element is represented. The drawings are used as a starting point from
which all the experimentation process derives. By testing each drawing on the map, overlaying it on
a video recording and viewing it from different angles and dimensions, it eventually becomes part of

the physical space.

The ritual of performing a drawing of performance

Equipment: paper, marker pen, camera

Emphasis is placed on the freehand representation of movement, which is processed through a spe-
cific unchoreographed experience. The symbols produced have not been previously rehearsed or de-
fined. They are a result of the unpredictable, free hand drawn translation of movement into line. “To
draw by hand requires slowness, a physical presence of body and of mind to dwell within the spaces
they imagine” (Badenoch, 2016, p.172). In a similar manner, all the pauses, gazes, and imagined
scenes affect the outcome of the drawings that are part of this enquiry. Previous research on other
examples of movement notation have informed the actions of the performer in terms of defining the
working space and the symbolic interpretation of direction and intensity of movement. The Labano-
tation system, as well as Appleyard’s, Lynch’s and Myers’ work, are used, and also William Forsythe’s
choreographic notations. However, unlike these previous examples, the notations in this film are
improvised, attempting to reflect the shape and intensity of the movement and not to describe it
in a linguistic way. The performer’s body acts as a medium through which the visual information is
being translated. Through this process, the performer also takes part in the events that happen in the

square, with an active role and with a form of solidarity towards the object of the study.

Movement restrictions
The consecutive lockdowns due to the COVID-19 pandemic that were in force both in the UK and
Greece have significantly impacted this research and its outcomes. This impact was both practical

and intellectual, as it led to a restructuring of fundamental methodological decisions.

Thesis Outline

Part 1: Performance in Athens: Notations, Interventions

Chapter 1, Emergence: The rise of performative interventions in Athens, serves as an introduction
to the research topic. It sets out the framework, the context of Athens during the years of austerity
and the drivers that led to the emergence of performance interventions in the city. The chapter be-
gins by providing a description of the events and socio-political conditions which form the basis of
this enquiry. In order to approach the argument in this context, emphasis is given to data collection
from sources that have been published by Greek and international bodies as well as scholars and
practitioners. These will demonstrate the extent and impact of the crisis and the aspects that have
led to the problematic post-austerity policy for the arts in Greece. The chapter further delves into de-
fining the prevailing cultural sector in Athens and explores the new typologies, practices and modes
of production that have dominated during the past decade. The second part of the chapter focuses
on the increased use of unconventional spaces of performance in the city. As artists and performers
have claimed numerous public spaces for experimentation and expression, speculation on the impli-
cations on the role of architecture in this described context seems necessary. Athens is identified as a
characteristic example for the study of the impacts of austerity on public space and the manifestation

of the activity of performance practitioners.

Chapter 2, Accelerating: interventions and public space deals with the specificities of public space
in Athens, in terms of its use and occupation. Emphasis is given to the spatial manifestations of the
post-austerity period. The analysis contributes to an understanding of the role of public space in
the identity of the city and the impact of the informal cultural and performance initiatives that have
emerged during the recent years on the typologies that existed previously. A series of case studies
are presented that highlight the adaptability and shift of public space into a space of performance

and social change. These will be examined according to the spaces they occupy, their motives, par-
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ticipants and movement through space. This wave of informal performance initiatives that arose was
characterised by spontaneity and was occasionally as short lived as the groups of artists that formed
them. The chapter then looks into the shift from the informal spontaneity that characterised the local
scene at the beginning of the crisis to the recent years that have brought a range of more consolidat-
ed initiatives. Groups of artists that have proved to be enduring in terms of the frequency and spaces
of their performances have engaged with social issues beyond the financial crisis. In many cases, they
seek a solid presence in the community rather than ephemeral outcomes. The spatial manifestations
of these performance initiatives will be considered as a catalyst for the adaptability of public space.
The characteristics of spaces of performance will be explored through fieldwork in Athens. These will

be analysed through photographs, mappings and drawing.

In Chapter 3, Notations and Interventions, examples of the use of notation in choreography, music,
urban design and architecture are explored. This serves the purpose of understanding different types
of movement representation and its potential utilisation in architecture. A selection of notation ex-
amples from different disciplines are discussed to set comparable relations between them in terms
of design, effectiveness and focus. A range of notions underpinned by the work of choreography,
sociology and architecture scholars serves to support the role of improvisation in the design chapters

that follow.

Part 2: Design

Chapter 4, Design / Drifting in Space, demonstrates the first part of the design aspect of the thesis.
It consists an account of personal observations obtained through the process of “drifting” in Athens
and their narration in the form of vignettes. A collection of visual material such as photographs and
drawings of three locations in Athens was produced during and after fiel[dwork in Athens. The three
locations are Omonia Square, Monastiraki Square and Victoria Square. Following the introduction
of each location of study, the chapter presents the process and method from which the improvised
performative notation emerges. The drawings attempt to both define the notation and depict it as an
element within each location and the urban context to draw conclusions on its versatility and uses.

The different types of drawings shown are thus documentative, diagrammatic and narrative.

Chapter 5, Design / Speculative Interventions and Notations of the Unforeseen, presents a hypo-
thetical scenario through narration and drawing. It consists of an interlude between the formulation
and the testing of the notation and attempts to explore a different interpretation in which the nota-
tion becomes an object in Omonia Square. The drawings depict how the notation could intervene in
the space of the square as a physical object, while the narrative becomes an account of the steps that
were necessary to achieve this task. The chapter then suggests an improvisation of live and dynamic
contexts. It forms a discussion around the developments that unfolded during the last stages of this
research, such as the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on public spaces of Athens and the redesign
of Omonia Square. As the restrictions imposed during the pandemic have directly influenced the
methodology of the present research, here there is an opportunity for the notation to be tested and
to observe its adaptability to different social phenomena that occur and are manifested in public

spaces.

Chapter 6, Reflections and conclusions, consists of an analysis of the outcomes of the research and
the findings in relation to the improvised performative notation and the original aims. It further pro-
vides suggestions for future research in the field as well as propositions regarding potential research
in public space beyond Athens. Finally, the chapter addresses the significance of this research for
Athens, the design and adaptability of public spaces, and the future of architectural design and the

architect’s responsibility in this context.

Appendix, From the Sea to the Square, consists of a selection of thoughtful decisions, which stand as
an evidence into how this PhD contributes to new knowledge. Fragments of this process are inserted
throughout the thesis (Chapters 3, 4, 5). However, the decision to include a separate stand-alone
description in the Appendix aims at allowing the reader to navigate through the journey of this re-
search. More specifically, a series of; notations, gestures, body movements, drawings, moving image,
sketches, speculations and poetic expressions, function as an archive that accumulates a memory
for the future. For the purpose of the written thesis, these are all documented as screenshots in the

Appendix.
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Chapter Notes:

1. Quite contradictory to the pessimistic prevailing situation, urban regeneration has been foregrounded with
the announcement of a number of architectural competitions for public spaces such as Theatrou Square, Re-
think Athens, Reactivate Athens, Re-map Athens, Hellinikon Airport etc. These are just a few of the projects
that attempted to imagine a post-crisis scenario for the city, promoting a secure and orderly image. By striving
to take the attention from the crisis and to depoliticise public space, these propositions were considered as

sources for potential development.

2. The active presence of Golden Dawn far-right party in the streets, the banning of protests from specific areas
and the growing number of empty buildings radically changed the image of the city. Undoubtedly, crisis influ-
ences the way citizens understand their role in society, while both the destructive and optimistic potentialities

of crisis become primarily manifested in the urban fabric.

3. Dancer and choreographer Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker, describes walking as one of her fundamental prin-
ciples on which she has built several choreographic works. One of her most interesting projects is My Walking
is My Dancing, a series of workshops in which she encouraged people to walk consciously on a very low pace
through Brussels (2016), Paris (2018) and Bruges (2019). With this project she wanted to make people aware
of their movements and enable them to experience the city from a different perspective (Vroman & Lagrange,
2017).

4. UrbanDig Project members, consisting of dancers, architects and actors, advocate that one more proposal
for a refurbishment of the Square will not make any difference to the situation (2017). What is more significant
is the location of the Square within the city, as well as what it represents, and not its design features. One of the
key questions that UrbanDig wanted to answer is whether Omonia Square is still being used and inhabited as a
square and how one can claim the city and public space, whether as a shopkeeper, a dancer or an architect, in

an effort to share information about a misunderstood place, (Protonotariou, 2017).

5. Hatzimihalis (2011) further notes that land is in the spotlight since an extraordinary amount of public land
and property is being sold off at very low prices as a solution to the debt. “The city and its space have become
a territory for realising relevant policies and measures: rapid privatisation/selling off of “public land and prop-
erty, private property confiscation, increased deregulation of planning, future development, and public space”

regeneration (Dalakoglou, 2013).

6. Project Syntagma: One Step Forward Two Steps Back by artist Stefanos Tsivopoulos (2016) emphasised
on the political significance of Syntagma Square. The work exposed archival material including photographs
and recordings of historical events, which were placed around the square, creating a series of interventions.
Through these the artist created a dialogue between the history of political change and the modern-day public
platform of political expression that the square represents. The project was accompanied by a choreographic

work that took place in front of the Greek parliament.

7. The Greek referendum was held on 5 July 2015.
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“The performative functions as a space in which social possibilities are both rehearsed and per-

formed.” (Hewitt 2005, p.4)

1.1 The context: the Greek financial crisis

In 2012, artist and writer Rachel Cloughton wrote that “despite the crisis — or perhaps because of it —
the art scene in Athens is flourishing” (Cloughton, 2012). She highlighted the fact that “the city is see-
ing a turn towards touring exhibitions and ephemeral performances, events and public discussions
more suited to the tough economic climate than commercially driven work catering to rich buyers”.
At the time, the cultural scene in Athens contained more than fifty non-profit and self-organised art
collectives, the majority of which occupied spaces in the city on an ad hoc basis (Cloughton, 2012).
Social and political phenomena and frequent disruptions during the past decade had changed the
functions of the city, while the combination of long-term crisis and the consequences of social decay
had led to urban confusion. Initially, people surrendered to this condition and limited their pres-
ence and circulation around formerly vibrant parts of the city. The lack of cultural fulfilment became
passively accepted. The economic crisis was transformed into a spatial crisis through the real estate
market, housing and the financial debacle of urban areas (Skyannis, 2013; Cohen, 2011). It appeared

that the city was deteriorating along with the systems and functions that organised it.

Performance
A core driver for this research is precisely the assumption that performance and cultural initiatives
emerged as a form of radical response to contested social reality. For the purpose of this enquiry,
the term “performance” is used to describe a number of temporal kinaesthetic actions that critiqued
and interrogated socio-political narratives in space. This definition will be unpacked, considering the
extent to which performances have influenced public space, investigating the hypothesis that the
human body could be seen as a spatial agent through which conditions in public space can occur. It
becomes interesting — from an architectural standpoint — to examine how the performative interven-
tions that have gathered momentum in recent years, can be seen as a method of negotiation and

temporary spatial occupation. In the case of Athens, the intention to claim public space as a perfor-
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mance space was also a response to the fragmentation of socio-economic methods, which relates
to the current consumption of cultural production. It is inevitable that at times of “crisis”, artists’
motives change as they seek to explore and stretch their artistic boundaries by becoming politically
vigilant. Public space in Athens is primarily the backdrop for such interventions, as it seems to provide
a wide range of possibilities and a tolerance for multiple forms of civic engagement: recreation, com-
munication, criticism, and protest. As a result of the multiple changes in the post-crisis cultural and
social environment, in contrast to the previous decade of prosperity, a continuous rearrangement of
civic activities within the urban fabric has emerged. Public space in Athens became the backdrop for
such interventions, as it provided a tolerance for multiple forms of civic engagement: celebration,

dialogue, criticism and protest.

According to feminist writer and social activist bell hooks, “spaces can be interrupted, appropriated
and transformed through artistic and literary practice” (1990, p. 153), while social anthropologist
Myrto Tsilimpounidi argues that “cultural performances are translated into forms of active citizen-
ship” (2014, p. 156). She further elaborates that they are based on a sense of “playful inversions of
accepted behaviours, and the normative uses of space”. In performance — whether spontaneous or
planned — where the body acts as a medium in space, the dialogue that occurs with the surrounding
environment is significant. At this point, an exploration of the various definitions of performance
is required to determine the scope of cross-disciplinary elements that apply to the context of this
thesis. In the essay The Dimensions of Performance, art history scholar Jonah Westerman argues
that performance is not a medium or a description of an artwork but a series of questions about the
relationship between art and society. He points out that what is needed is a way to reclaim this and
specify how such works facilitate the mediation of social relations. The concept that artistic practices
can be seen as “interruptions” in space places more emphasis on their temporal nature (Westerman,
2016). This seems very relevant to the case studies that are examined later, as for many of them the
motive was not the final outcome of the performance, but the act of interrupting the “normality” of

the particular locations.

It is intriguing to go further in defining the term, as there are a variety of different approaches to
theorising performance and performativity from a range of scholars and practitioners from differ-

ent disciplines. At this point, it is significant to mention two principal theorists from fields outside

Emergence

45



46

performance who have encouraged the appropriation of these terms: the infuential Canadian-born
sociologist and social psychologist, Erving Goffman (1959) and the American philosopher and gen-
der theorist who coined gender performativity, Judith Butler (1990). In her PhD thesis Re-defining
Urban Space Through Performance, Greek performance practice and urban space scholar Charikleia
Marini (2013) notes that when analysing social phenomena, Goffman used the term “performance”
in its “fundamental meaning as a set of actions carried out by an individual with a specified duration,
which takes place in front of others — the observers”. She further suggests that “performances out-
side designated performance spaces are able to bring into focus spaces within the city and make the
audience — who are typically the inhabitants of the city — aware of the urban surroundings as well
as the practices that appear in them” (p.9). In her own theory, Judith Butler argues that social iden-
tities are constructed through action instead of being pre-given. Such metaphorical ways of defining
performativity allow us to think of the performativity of space as an unpredictable and unfixed pa-
rameter that is constantly subjected to the possibility of change. According to these theories, space
becomes triggered through performance; the performance of people who interact with space and
the performance of the built environment itself within the materiality and spatiality of the city. Thus,
the function of built spaces may follow predetermined norms and rules, but through their interaction
with people they may attain different spatial qualities, purposes and meanings. As mentioned above,
the interaction of space with performativity suggests possibilities for subversion and interruption.
Since the notion of performativity implies agency and subjectivity, “the possibilities for personal ac-
tion and involvement are embedded in the production of space” (Marini, 2013). Thrift and Dewsbury
claim that “performance allows us to treat space as an active operator, rather than a passive sign
standing for something else” (2000, p. 427). The performative dimension of space therefore suggests
that it is constantly unfixed and unfinished, dependent on human action and on the time and du-
ration of everyday events. Looking at space through the lens of performance opens a discussion in

which notions of space and its multiple interpretations can be studied.

Perhaps, then, architecture can be considered as performative, as it is neither an autonomous pro-
cess nor a fixed constant. Or, as Lees argues: “architecture is about more than just representation.
Both as a practice and a product, it is performative, in the sense that it involves ongoing social prac-
tices through which space is continually shaped and inhabited” (in Paterson, 2011). When approach-
ing architecture as a process, it becomes changeable, dynamic and responding. The editors of The

Unknown City (Borden, Kerr and Rendell, 2000) call us to see architecture “not as an object, not as a
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thing, but as a flow — or, more properly, as a flow within other flows — the merely apparent pattern of
a much more complex set of forces, dynamics, and interrelations within the space of the city” (p.20).
According to urban planning scholar Michael Batty (2013), flows in cities float freely across space,
becoming syntheses of what occurs at different locations. While various examples, such as those pre-
sented in the collection Temporary Urban Spaces (Temel and Haydn, 2006), depict how architecture
can be realised in more ephemeral terms, the relationship of architecture with time encourages a
more performative evaluation of the discipline. It could be argued that in order for architecture to
move beyond the representation and conceptualisation of space, it needs to integrate the very pro-
cesses that produce space, as outlined above, and at the same time it needs to be considered as “the
site of imagination, of experience, of critical re-examination” (Borden, 2001). These concepts are a
point of departure for the investigations and experimentations that will be presented in Chapters 4

and 5.

Reflecting on modes of cultural production

Until the early 2000s, the cultural scene of Athens consisted of theatres, music venues and galleries
that were located in distinct areas of the city centre, and that mainly hosted traditional art forms
and advocated for specific agendas. In parallel, a series of practitioners and companies emerged on
the periphery of the official system, introducing new work through festivals and new alternative art
spaces. These groups and companies sought to produce experimental work in a landscape that was
dominated by traditional forms of working relations. Unable to access established cultural venues
and production mechanisms, artists started situating their work more frequently in unexpected lo-
cations and created their own modes of practice by figuring out new methods of funding, promoting
and staging their work. The unpredictable locations selected affected the relationship with the au-
dience and the general aesthetics of the works. That same audience followed the artists around the
city and drew the attention of the press. This seemed to continue and expand and more experimental

organisations arose, forming a new cultural landscape.

After 2010, artists and spatial practitioners started questioning the limits of their practice and what
these might be. The relationship between the political and the cultural appeared even more com-
plicated and at the same time parallel, since frameworks were being contested in the new political

conditions. The main question asked what culture and art can do in times of crisis, but also who is in-
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cluded and who is excluded. By 2018, the theatre scene demonstrated an extreme maximalism, with
around 1,600 performances per year (Gardner, 2019). At the same time, many smaller groups are
trying to survive without money and government funding. The positive aspect of the current cultural
policy is the re-launch of government grants. Although it seems that on some occasions the local
scene has been dominated by marginal artists, there are no limits on who the audience is in public
space. Therefore, performance works as a type of social action. French Philosopher Jacques Ranciéere
points out that arts and politics do not belong to separate fields. He also re-theorises community as
a polemical distribution of modes of being and “occupations” in a space of possibilities (Ranciére,

2010, pp. 148-149).

As frameworks faced collapse during austerity measures, and citizens were led to bottom-up solu-
tions, the uses and politics of public space became contested. At the same time, new private institu-
tions emerged to fill the gap (Argyropoulou, 2015). The extensive cuts in public funding for the arts
revealed a certain prioritisation. As a response to the suffering public sector, private interest inter-
vened, and this led to a more competitive consolidation of public goods. Soon after its opening in
2010 and still during the early stages of the financial crisis, the Onassis Cultural Centre organised an
international conference titled The Dialogues of Athens (Onassis Foundation, 2010), which opened
with a symposium, “Are the arts and literature a luxury for a society in financial crisis?”. In his speech,
writer Nikos Themelis mentioned that the crisis is not only financial, but also a crisis of a way of think-
ing and of the identity of modern Greek society. He concluded that we are primarily experiencing a
cultural crisis. At the same symposium, loannis Metaxas, Emeritus Professor of Political Science at
the University of Athens, highlighted that after every crisis in history — whether financial or social -
a revolution in the arts followed, either as a form of protest or as a promotion of critical thinking,

disseminated in society.

1.2 The drivers: cuts to funding for the arts

In October 2013, the BBC Radio 4 programme Broadcasting House presented an extensive report
on the Greek National Opera, titled “Tragedy and Triumph” (Broadcasting House, 2013). The pre-
senter, Paddy O’Connell, wondered how the country has gone bankrupt yet the National Opera has
doubled its number of productions and taken to the streets. Despite the extensive 25% pay cuts,

there seemed to be a progressive climate. In 2011, the National Opera was in debt by more than €40
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million and had just had its annual funding from the government cut by half. Remarkably, during
the previous two years they had managed to reduce the debt by 75%. However, an extra cut of €4
million in state funding soon followed. By 2015 the cultural sector had its own share of shifts and
misfortunes. The theatres, museums, galleries, cinemas, music halls, bookshops, as well as the Min-
istry of Culture itself and the famous Athens and Epidavrus Festival, were some of the institutions
influenced by the crisis. However, it seems that the consequences were not just unfortunate, but in
many cases encouraged a completely new mode of thinking and a profound extroversion. Beyond
the arts on the other hand, the consequences for the public spaces of the city of Athens itself had
been catastrophic. The multiple destructions it had faced since 2008 eventually meant that the
heart of the city was deserted. And yet, despite these events, a number of groups, collectives and
private initiatives had emerged and were drawing attention to the increasingly problematic rela-

tionship between the citizens and public space.

As expected, during the years of the Memoranda, culture and the arts came last in the list of prior-
ities. The Ministry of Culture compromised its responsibilities by engaging with matters of tourism
and education instead. This neglect magnified the already existing problems that had prevailed
for years: the disintegration of the Archaeological Institute, the unavoidable merging of different
administrative bodies, the diminished budgets, lack of funding and political turmoil were all factors
that affected the actions of the Ministry. This resulted in a general reduction in staff in various
Ministry services, but mainly it meant multiple padlocked museum halls and archaeological sites
throughout the country. Under these extreme conditions, the arts, theatre, music and dance have
been underprivileged. Some desperate attempts to find funds led to unresolved issues, as the law
remained unimproved and unmodified and thus did not encourage investment support other than

the European NSFR funds.

The annual Athens-Epidavrus Festival seems to have retained its audience. However, the venues
and spaces hosting the festival were very limited compared to previous years, mainly because they
required more staff and higher operating expenses. More significantly though, during the last five
years the Festival had lost some of its potential. This became evident in the absence of foreign
producers and foreign orchestras in theatre and in dance. As a result, more emphasis was given to
Greek productions. This was mainly because it had lost much of its previous budget — from €7 mil-

lion back in 2005 to €2 million for the 2015 Festival. To this budget reduction we should also add its
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very uncertain disbursement. Further to that, the reduction in people’s salaries was reflected in the
30% reduction in ticket prices for the events. Initially, the absence of financial governmental support
largely affected choreographic production and many artists sought for alternative sources of funding
to progress their work. Some applied for European Union subsidies while others reached festivals
organised by private institutions, such as the Onassis Cultural Centre (Zervou, 2017). In the process
of searching for other alternatives, many choreographers and performance artists turned to street
performance or became further involved in activist initiatives that were actively present in public
space through site-specific performance. Some of these initiatives were practicing a non-monetary
form of exchange between the production, the performers and the audience. This was accomplished
through volunteering and other communal forms of exchange. For Betina Panagiotara and Steriani
Tsintziloni, the rise in such collaborative practices was a by-product of the crisis and it attested a shift
beyond the hierarchical modes of practice that were prevailing in Greece in the past (Panagiotara and

Tsintziloni, 2015).

1.3 The effects of post-austerity policy on the cultural sector

Changes in the cultural sector in Greece were intensified in 2011 when all governmental support for
the performing arts stopped abruptly. One of the unforeseen changes that emerged during the crisis,
and predominantly after 2013, was the thriving of the performing arts. Despite of the extensive bud-
get reductions that were expected to drastically affect artistic activity, cultural practitioners managed
to challenge these conditions and seek other ways to showcase their work. Greek performer and
dance scholar Natalie Zervou writes that, on many occasions, they utilised abandoned buildings in
central locations of the city turning them into venues to stage their productions in front of an audi-
ence (2017). The crisis thus provided an opportunity to foster alternative approaches of cultural pro-
duction and it urged artists to critically reflect on issues that concerned the socio-political environ-
ment. Choreographers and performers became increasingly engaged with producing work that came
into a dialogue with the political developments, either as a direct response or as a critique. “This turn
towards more political and politicised art also coincided with a transformation in the Greek cultural
landscape that had been already emerging since the early 2000s” (Zervou, 2017). Zervou also high-
lights that, when available, governmental funding for dance productions was allocated by a commit-
tee appointed by the Ministry of Culture. She suggests that “the lack of governmental support can be

perceived as being directly related to the shift towards more political performances” (2017).
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Even the larger and traditional establishments suffered the detrimental consequences. At the same
time as reducing the debt and cutting operating costs, the Greek National Opera took the radical de-
cision to take their performances out of the concert halls and into ordinary public spaces in Athens to
try to connect with the public. A successful example was a performance at the open-air Varvakios meat
market on Athenas Street, that attracted 3,000 people. This was a collaboration with the Atenistas!
group as an attempt to re-activate citizens’ relationship with their city, and the role of the city centre
as a meeting place. Later, the National Opera also staged a concert at the harbour of Piraeus and at
the ruins of the Temple of Olympian Zeus — both with free admission, of course. These productions
were part of the Artistic Activities in Athens programme that had the aim of bringing opera closer
to people and encouraging them to see positive aspects of the city. All this took place before the
completion of the construction of the new building, designed by Renzo Piano, that would host the

National Opera and the Stavros Niarchos Foundation Cultural Centre.

1.1 Greek National Opera performance at Varvakios Market, Athens, 2012
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1.2 The rehearsal of the Greek National Opera at the port of Piraeus, 2013
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1.3 The “lyric bus” of the Greek National Opera passing through streets of central Athens with funding
and initiative by the Stavros Niarchos Foundation. All these initiatives aimed at making this form of art more

accessible and visible in public spaces.

I Chapter 1

Along with the rehearsals and performances in public spaces, the National Opera tried another way
to reach a wider number of neighbourhoods in Athens, supported by the Ministry of Culture and
the Stavros Niarchos Foundation. The Lyric Bus and its passengers — performers from the National
Opera — travelled through the city, stopping at 29 different destinations, squares and public spaces in
central neighbourhoods. This is not the first time that public performances had been held that were
similar to those encouraged by the Greek National Opera. For example, in 2008 the Zurich Opera
House had performed La Traviata to commuters at the main railway station in Zurich. Other produc-
tions include La Bohéme outside a high-rise apartment block in Bern, and Aida on the river Rhine in
Basel. The motives in Athens, however, were completely different. The Greek audience was not used
to this democratisation of a form of art that had been associated with the entertainment enjoyed by
a specific social class. In this case, it seemed that the aim of reawakening audiences to experiencing
the positive aspects of the city and to being entertained in public space was addressing a matter of
emergency. As the initiatives by established public and private institutions increased it was more ob-
vious that, still, there was not enough room for a range of artistic groups to be heard. State funding

for the arts and culture had suffered even before the crisis.

1.4 Unconventional spaces of performance - Co-presence, body limits, memory

This section begins to acknowledge the qualities, conditions and constitutive parts of a spatial con-
text which lend themselves to performativity. Site-specific performance in public space is a partic-
ularly widespread approach in Athens. First, it is encouraged by the city’s historical, natural, rural
and urban landscape, but it is also a result of the favourable climatic conditions that enable outdoor
activities. The performative dimension of climatic conditions and natural light play a significant role
in the narrative of a performance. Citizens reacted to the imposed austerity measures and organ-
ised several protests and occupations, coming up with new processes of “embodied democratic par-
ticipation”. Such complexities turned Athens into a fertile ground for the exploration of precarious
aesthetics and derivative methodologies (Zervou, 2017); from the gorge of Lycabettus Hill (Giota
Sykka, n.d.) where audiences and passers-by could listen to poetry during performances in a natural
environment, to the Athens Open Air Film Festival that attracts around 1,000 people at different
archaeological sites for each film showing. A tendency towards the utilisation of self-organised and
self-managed spaces that mainly hosted political and politicised performances was identified at the

intersection of collaborative approaches and site-specificity. The performances presented in this con-
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text often introduced an activist approach. An example of a self-managed space is EMINPOZ Theatre
(Embros, that translates as ‘Onwards’ Theatre) (Embros, n.d.). Embros was an abandoned theatre
that had closed in 2007, and in November 2011 it was occupied by a group of artists known as the
Mavili collective (Mavili Collective, n.d.). This group and its activities will be discussed in more detail

in the following chapter.

Dear Friends and Colleagues,

Today 11 of November 2011 Mavili Collective occupied the historical disused theatre
building of Embros in Athens, deserted and left empty for years by the Greek Minis-
try of Culture. We aim to re-activate and re-occupy this space temporarily with our
own means and propose an alternative model of collective management and (new)
post-contemporary forms of creative work. For the next 11 days Mavili will reconsti-

tute Embros as a public space for exchange, research, debate, meeting and re-thinking

(..)

In the majority of unconventional spaces that hosted performance like the ones already mentioned,

the distinct separation between the performers and the audience was no longer in place. This encour-

aged direct interactions and an exchange between the performance space and the audience space.

1.4 Actors during the performance of Joy Break at Lycabettus Hill gorge, 2015
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Similar to the rise in collaborative artistic and activist practices that were discussed previously, this
way of practice could be seen as “the aftermath of a newly established sense of normality that was
initiated by the crisis” (Zervou, 2017). This notion of togetherness that emerged was remarkable and
it had not been experienced before, at least not to that extent. Before the financial crisis, the drivers
for performance were mainly based on artistic motives of individual creators, rather than triggered
by shared concerns and social issues. As a result, along with unconventional spaces of performance
came a newfound sense of intimacy which, according to Zervou “when combined with the lack of
staging, it highlighted the significance of the moving bodies, their narratives, and the corporeal com-
munication of those narratives”. Attention was brought to movement and the corporeal experience.
This meant that any sign of the performers’ vulnerability became visible, as they became the sole

agent for exploring the space of performance, as well as the epicentre of socio-political expression.

Natalie Zervou refers to the artistic practices that emerged in Greece during the time of austerity us-
ing the term “precarious aesthetic”, where precarity is used to describe the condition of uncertainty
projected from a neoliberal economic framework (Zervou, 2017). She comments that, while this was
the case for the performing arts during the first few years of the crisis in Greece (2009-2013), in the
latter half (2013 — 2017), what was originally dealt with as a restriction later became an opening and
a chance to engage with alternative modes of artistic production. This is a matter that largely con-
cerns the present research. The “opening” that Zervou describes could be interpreted as a gradual
consolidation of earlier interventions, that had been more spontaneous and informal. It could also
be interpreted as an increased level of tolerance. In the case of performance in public space, initia-
tives of this kind were dominated by dancers and choreographers. Despite the fact that the crisis
was an outcome caused by financial circumstances, it extended beyond these origins and became a
social crisis. Observing this phenomenon in parallel with the increasing presence of dance and per-
formance, it could be suggested that the harsh funding cuts to the arts had a profound impact on
moving bodies in public space. Therefore, in this context, “precarity” as an embodied experience be-
came associated with the vulnerability of those who either took part in or became affected by it. This
was demonstrated both corporeally and financially. Dance in Greece occupies an uncertain place in
terms of structure and operation. As the infrastructure that subsidises dance companies suffered on
many levels, this prompted performers to seek for other work elsewhere, outside of “performance
in order to make a living, as well as to come up with alternative frameworks for artistic creation”.

(zervou, 2017).
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1.5 Performance in open space in front of the Temple of Olympian Zeus, Athens, 2015

Despite the practical and financial struggles during the crisis, and as part of an introspective trend
that prevailed in dance and performance at the time, themes of artistic production were acquired
from the social conditions experienced. In many performances, choreographers drew on their per-
sonal experience as well as those of the performers in order to construct new work, demonstrating
a subjective perspective on the social conditions in Athens. Hence, it could be concluded that prac-
titioners were more concerned with the performativity of narrating their own personal experiences.
On many occasions this reached an audience via means of performative everyday acts. “The reliance
on personal experience and its reproduction through embodied or oral narration is often grounded
in extensive observational research” (Zervou, 2017). Such an example was Fragile Nothing (2014) by
Syndram Dance Company and choreographer Chrysiis Liatziviry who conducted extensive research in
public spaces and public service sectors along with the other performers. In this case, the perform-
ers took notes on the behaviour, body language, and issues that people were concerned with and
incorporated them as fragmented images in the performance. This consists a unique example where

performers take part in the research process in order to consolidate a narrative.

Zervou observed that the majority of dance performances attempted to challenge the limitations

of the body, connecting it in this way with the prevailing state of vulnerability that characterised
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this particular period in time. Furthermore, this also led to an increased interest in the positioning
of dance performances as everyday actions or protests. Zervou further highlights that “this goes
beyond the investigation of precarity as an aesthetic and moves toward the use of precarity as a
methodological framework” (2017). Thus, it is suggested that the discourse in the field shifted during
the crisis and that new creative modes began to shape artistic production. Within this new frame-
work, performance often took place in unconventional spaces such as squares, empty basements
transformed into theatre spaces, the old stock market building that had hosted the Athens Biennale
in 2013, empty plots of land, etc. Although similar initiatives also emerged in other urban locations
across Greece, Athens was selected as the main site for this research because it is considered the
centre of artistic activity. Part of the criticism of the documenta 14 art exhibition, “Learning from
Athens”, was that the organisational team was mostly concerned with the city of Athens for what it
represents in an ideologically symbolic way. Athens, presented by the media as a city that exempli-
fied the failure of capitalism and urban degradation, provided an exciting context for the exhibition’s
aims and was open to diverse experimentation. According to critiques, the attention on Athens de-
rived from a notion of the city as a kind of “exotic” destination through the images of a crisis-ridden

city that were distributed: “crisis exoticism” or “crisis tourism”, as it was called. (Mavroudis, 2019).

At first glance it appears that, among the various themes that Greek artists became concerned with
from the early 2010s were a plethora of works based on the concept of memory. Such works, (Me-
moria Obscura (2012)?, by choreographer and artist Tzeni Argyriou (Argyriou, 2012), Memorandum:
A Mechanism for Reminder (2014), also by Tzeni Argyriou (Argyriou, 2014), and Mévo/Only (2014) by
choreographer Konstantinos Mihos, to name a few examples), re-examined periods of Greek history
that had not been frequently addressed previously in mainstream performance circles. Some of the
revisited historical periods were the civil war and the refugee crisis following the 1922 Asia Minor
disaster, drawing connections between those events and the present conditions. Street performanc-
es by the ELANADISTIKANOUME (Vourloumis, 2014) ensemble (Come See What We Do), a group
consisting primarily of immigrants and refugees and presenting highly critical and political works
regarding human rights, is also a representative example of this type of performance. Finally, Greek
dance scholar loanna Tzartzani observes that “the intense physicality of the situation and the evident
escalation of state (local and global, legislative, as well as physical) violence have initiated a growing
discourse on the body” (2014, pp. 42-43). This observation is crucial as it placed the body at the very

centre of this condition as an agent through which the city and the crisis were experienced.
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Chapter Notes:

1. Atenistas is an open community of citizens who, by means of a range of inventive and effective actions and
interventions, aim to highlight and reinvent the potential for the improvement and enhancement of the city.
These interventions target problematic areas and attempt to transform them into usable public spaces. Most

of them are cultural events that encourage positivity.

2. Memoria Obscura is a commissioned work for the public presentation of the book Grevena: 80 Years of
Photographs 1895-1975 edited by collector Vaggelis Nikopoulos. The photos that Nikolopoulos confided to
Argyriou capture images of life - all the violence of the occupation of Greece, the Civil war and the military dic-
tatorship, and also contemporaneous images of family gatherings, festivities and social harmony. Together they
effortlessly highlight the evolution of Greece during the last century. “Looking at photographs | was wondering,
what are the consequences of the lack of historical consciousness in our generation? How could we cope with
times, similar to those shown on the pictures? Could such a material be able to awaken memories without

supporting an actual truth?” (Argyriou, 2012)
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“The generally perceived idea of crisis is that it interrupts movement.”

(Randy Martin, 2010, p.12)

Introduction

With a focus on public space, this Chapter deals with the specificities of Athenian public space, its
use and occupation. Emphasis is placed on the spatial manifestations of the post-austerity period.
The analysis contributes towards an understanding of the role of public space in the identity of the
city and the impact of the informal cultural and performance initiatives that have emerged during
recent years on previous typologies. A series of case studies are presented that highlight the adapt-
ability and shifting of public space into a space for performance. These will be examined according
to the spaces they occupy, their motives, participants and movement through space. This wave of
informal performance initiatives that arose was characterised by spontaneity and was occasionally as
short-lived as the groups of artists that formed them. The chapter then looks into the shift from the
informal spontaneity that characterised the local scene at the beginning of the crisis, to the recent
years that have brought a range of more consolidated initiatives. Groups of artists that have proved
to be persistent in terms of the frequency and spaces of their performances have engaged with social
issues beyond the financial crisis. In many cases, they seek a solid presence in the community, rather
than ephemeral outcomes. The spatial manifestations of these performance initiatives will be con-
sidered as a catalyst for the adaptability of public space. The characteristics of spaces of performance
will be explored through fieldwork in Athens. These will be analysed through photographs, mapping

and drawing.

In his book Insurgent Public Space, Landscape Architecture scholar Jeffrey Hou (2014) addresses
Laguerre’s (1994) ‘urban informality’ as a site of power. He claims that instances of self-made urban
spaces, reclaimed and appropriated sites and temporary events, as well as informal gathering places
produced predominantly by marginalised communities and excluded individuals, have provided new
expressions for the collective realms in the contemporary city. These insurgent public spaces chal-
lenge the conventional notion of what we consider public, but also address the traditional making
of space (Hou, 2014). Undoubtedly, urban spaces such as squares, markets, streets and urban parks
have been the centres of civic society. They provide opportunities for gathering, developing social
relations, recreation and entertainment, as well as protests and demonstrations. Hou explains that,

“as civic architecture, urban open spaces become collective expressions of a city” (Hou, 2014, p.2).
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Henaff and Strong also note that public space “designates an ensemble of social connections, polit-
ical institutions, and judicial practices’” (2001). Brill states that public space comes to represent the

public sphere and public life (1989).

Although the presence of architecture has a social impact, its capacity to operate critically is associ-
ated with economic powers and clients. Even if the aesthetics of the physical form of public spaces
are not political, their use can be. As a result, the physical form of these spaces can be political,
through the influence that it exerts on its users and the civic actions taking place within it. According
to Richard Sennett, “when the city operates as an open system — incorporating principles of porosity
of territory, narrative indeterminacy and incomplete form — it becomes democratic not in a legal
sense, but as physical experience” (1996). It thus seems possible to start identifying the actions of
which a physical experience in a city is composed. Meanwhile, geographer Ash Amin argues that,
“public spaces marked by the unfettered circulation of bodies produce new rhythms from the many

relational possibilities” (2006).

A significant body of scholarship suggests that moments of crisis provide an opportunity for critique
and social transformation. Italian Marxist Philosopher Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) noted that crisis
translates in the fact that “the old is dying and the new cannot be born” (1971). The city in crisis be-
comes a place that is challenged to carry this legacy. McLaren and Agyeman (2015) discuss the action
of political movements in spaces of the city and draw from examples of resistance such as the In-
dignados, the Occupy movement and Tahrir Square. Additionally, writer Jonathan Raban affirms the
need to “reawaken the inhabitants to the space of the city” (1998). His interpretation of the city as
a living organism will be considered in this thesis. He claims that a city can be divided into two parts:
the “hard city” that can be mapped through roads, buildings and public spaces and the “soft city”
of inhabitants, multiple belongings, imaginations and desires. According to Raban’s terminology, the
process of softening urban space is the extent to which the “soft city” informs and eventually remaps
the “hard city” (Tsilimpounidi, 2012). Focusing on the relationship between citizens and urban public
space, the work of Gabriel Duarte (2005) addressed the physical qualities of the human interactions
and activity in the city. Duarte explains that “public space is changed by the material presence of the
bodies, which become concrete architectural-urban entities in their spatial configuration”. This per-
spective is also fundamental for this research as it can facilitate an approach to the impact of citizen

actions on urban transformations.
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2.1 Choreography, performativity and political expression in the city

By approaching “choreography” as a term, we discover that it is a fusion of words relating to “move-
ment” (in space) and “writing”. When considering the first part, that relates to “movement”, we
can argue that it has a connotation with “philosophical, scientific, political, economic and aesthetic
practices” (Allsopp and Lepecki, 2008). For performance studies theorists Ric Allsopp and André Lep-
ecki, movement and mobilisation can be seen as a force that is politically and aesthetically activated
(2008). There is a plethora of research to consider which discusses the political content of choreogra-
phy and the political implications of specific genres of dance. The question would be about whether

Ill

“political” dance can bring significant social change, and the politics of the public and the private
(Martin, 1998; Mullis, 2015). When considering the second part of the term “choreography”, that
relates to “writing”, we can argue that it distinguishes language as a tool in performance. This serves
mainly the purposes of “documentation, archiving and preservation of the ephemeral lifespan of a

gesture or step” (Allsopp and Lepecki, 2008).

On Monday 17 June 2013, Turkish performance artist Erdem Giindiiz became famous after doing
something quite ordinary. He was standing still in Istanbul’s Taksim Square. This act became influ-
ential and was reproduced by people across the country, as Glindiiz was essentially taking a stand
against the government by maintaining a motionless position for eight hours. This act exemplified
a determined passive resistance and an attempt to reclaim public space and the right to use it. As a
form of protest, it led to confusion and deflected the reactions of the police. It raised several ques-
tions regarding the perception of the human body and its power. Here, the matter of temporality
is also introduced, in terms of examining how a temporary, politically charged event can lead to an
unconventional use of public space. Giindiiz’s form of protest was then an unprecedented case for
the police. They thought there must be something suspicious about a man who stands still for hours
without a break. This came as a response to a ban on public gatherings and any type of group move-
ment as a means of protest in the country, after a series of occupation attempts and protests in Gezi
Park, which was to be replaced by a new shopping centre. The fact that Giindiiz was just standing in
the middle of the square, without instigating any form of violent incident, prompted the authorities
came to question existing legal frameworks and the definition of illegal protest. Force him to stop?
But he is just standing in a square. Leave him undisturbed? Then we admit that he wins. Standing

still as a performative act of resistance allows for a large scope of interpretations, where the body
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becomes a tool of communication replacing speech.

This highlights the concept of movement as a type of protest. In which specific moment does an
everyday movement become political? The first parameter that can differentiate “normal” from “po-

IM

litical” would be the length of the particular action. In the case of the standing man, the standing/

waiting duration exceeds that of a situation that would remain unnoticed. Hence, how long does it

IM

take for an ordinary gesture in public space to be converted into an “unusual” one? Here, the matter
of temporality is introduced, in the process of examining how a temporary event can lead to an al-
ternative use of public space, defined by the length of time it has been used for. In the hypothetical
case where a political protest could be read as choreography, what would the role of the participants

in the scene be, and how does movement occur and contribute to the assignment of functions to a

public space?

In the process of exploring the notion of stillness, examples in which standing was introduced in
choreographic narratives are outlined. Experimental dancer, choreographer and founding member of
the Judson Dance Theatre Steve Paxton has famously been interested in pedestrian movement and
the ability of non-dancers to generate ordinary movement as dance. In his work Magnesium, stillness
was strongly claimed as belonging to, rather than excluded from, dance. Paxton also choreographed
a dance he called “the Stand”, utilising the design of the different parts of the body to determine
standing as the exact opposite of intense activity. Performance Studies scholar André Lepecki (2001)
investigated ways in which a phenomenology of stillness could be derived from the standing body
of a performer, a citizen. One of his realizations was that stillness kept emerging and reappearing in
moments in time when social anxiety was amplified and could become translated “as the body’s re-
sponse to those moments”. In Steve Paxton’s first project, Proxy (1961), actions like walking, sitting or
even eating reflected his approach to movement at the time. Lepecki continues that “what stillness
does is to initiate the subject in a different relationship with temporality. Stillness operates at the
level of the subject’s desire to invert a certain relationship with time, and with certain (prescribed)
corporeal rhythms” (Lepecki, 2001). As a result, spontaneous and organised initiatives in this case
work as a type of social action in urban space. This could lead to the assumption that urban space,
which consists of buildings, streets and other features, ultimately depends on human activity, a vi-
tal element of the urban landscape. In a similar way to the choreographic approach to protest and

expression in the city, we can draw comparisons from the architectural discourse which have been
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equally resistant and have acknowledged certain relations between mobility and physical space. In
an effort to change the city, the Situationist International (1957-1972) developed the theory of psy-
chogeography. They rejected the scientific and detached viewpoint of traditional maps in favour of
an immersive experience in the streets. The work of the Sl and particularly the concept of “drifting”,

will be further addressed in Chapter 4, “Drifting in Space”.

In the paper Organizing Solidarity Initiatives: A Socio-spatial Conceptualization of Resistance, Das-
kalaki and Kokkinidis (2017) examine the role of “solidarity mobilisations, the material and imma-
terial production of resources and the significance of mobility in the development of resistance”.
Daskalaki and Kokkinidis first discuss the impact of “fixity and mobility”. Building upon this work,
the article proposes that resistance spaces are produced by a series of continuous performances,
during which socio-spatialities are constantly being formed and transformed through the continuous
dialogues between fixities and mobility. Here, mobility is identified as “the physical, temporal, eco-
nomic and symbolic-imaginary movement of people, resources, ideas, images and information — it
cannot be performed without the existence of temporary spatial, infrastructural and institutional
moorings”. Accordingly, the authors suggest that spaces of resistance lie within an extensive system
of fixed/mobile socio-spatial events. Hence, rather than looking at spaces of resistance as static and
disconnected, the authors highlight the flow and connectivity of actors across spaces and times.
They suggest that this flow and connectivity constitutes and is constituted by socio-spatial relations.
Citizen initiatives do not lead to isolated incidents of resistance, but collective/individual, cultural
and material connections. Although some of the citizen-led activities remain localised (emerging and
evolving within fixed spaces), they cannot be fully separated from social interactions that take place

in and through larger spatial scales.

It is very significant that, as early in the crisis as 2011, the National Technical Chamber of Greece /
Department of Central Macedonia, in collaboration with the School of Architecture of the National
Technical University of Athens and the Architecture Departments of all Polytechnic Schools of the
country, organised their first conference, entitled “Public Space ... Wanted”. This was evidence of the
early stages of a period of questioning from within the architecture and urban design professions.
It became an incontrovertible fact that the “aesthetics”, but mostly the healthy use and function, of
public space were far from being a first priority. Two years later, in 2013, The University of Thessaly

Department of Architecture organised a conference titled “Changes and Redefinitions of Space in
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Greek Crisis”. The aim here was to uncover spatial and connotative transformations reflected in ur-

ban space.

As most of these groups and actions fade and there is a lack of long-term continuity, new ones
emerge and the demand multiplies exponentially, supported by the reactions and response of local
people. Looking at the various uses and actions that occur in public space, | realised that there are
multifaceted aspects that influence the city today. In terms of the extensive examples of site-specific
performance interventions in Athens, | later realised the wider context they are located in. Artists and
theoreticians have always been sensitive to and affected by change that occurs around them. Their
behaviour, and that of other social groups, is constantly changing as they adapt to a larger system of
rapid developments. Given that, how do existing architectural theories that deal with the interpreta-
tion of human activity in public space apply to the contemporary urban context of Athens, and how

do they become enriched, adapted or interpreted? Are they contradictory?

In the drdke of the fiftdsEfarmaseH{dhn NaticeabtsatrdesdrdirBerinanydeisdiradfiited interven-
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tions have flourished in Athens. These interventions not only seemed to offer an alternative way
to inhabit urban space, but even compensated for the absence of the state and the lack of certain
services. During and after a series of significant political events and a period of frequent protest and
reaction (2008-2015), a profound intervention of citizen-led initiatives attempted to both interrupt
the gradual malfunction of public space and address and replace basic needs. Carol Becker notes
that “a number of artists have used their interventions of public/ private to take on a new role and a
new line of interrogation appropriate to this historical moment [...] because they discern that what is

missing now is public discourse about the relationship of individuals to society” (2012, p. 67).

The increase of ephemeral acts without state support was reflected in the space outside institu-
tions and dominant powers. Instances of collective action occurred while the relationship between
artistic and the political remained unresolved. Such instances experiment with the production of
public space, participation, curatorial methods and ephemeral practices. Experimentation proved
to be valuable mainly because it confronted the limits and formulated boundaries of social and col-
lective action, personal limits and bodily limits. According to Greek performance artist and curator
Gigi Argyropoulou, “the city plan is always incomplete. Our daily routes redesign our surroundings
as our personal geographies are recorded in the city’s built environment, creating a type of imma-
terial architecture” (2015). In the contemporary urban landscape, in which “social spaces are being
eradicated, the praxis of everyday life contains strategies of resistance” (2015). Argyropoulou play-
fully comments on the fact that Athens is a city that changes every summer as micro scenes unfold
and are performed in balconies and on rooftops, shedding light on a new emerging topography, in
which the private becomes public and the public private. All cities change, but the speed of Athens
metamorphosis in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century seems to be a test case. Cities
are history, artefacts shaped by political, ideological and economic processes. The process of change
around the inhabitant appears as a fact both inevitable and invisible making the inhabitant an “object
of change rather than an agent in shaping it”(2015). Our way of experiencing our own city is radically
different from the way we experience a new city as a visitor. Finally, Argyropoulou highlights that
“performance’s unique ability to allow an audience of participant’s access to their own agency needs

further development”.
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2.2 Performance in times of crisis

Socio-political shifts emerge during economic and social crises while cultural institutions and indus-
tries are increasingly embedded in the unstable socio-economic landscape. In Athens, citizens en-
gaged in participation, decision-making and reclamation, in an attempt to reform, form and deform
public space. Influential social scientist and geographer Doreen Massey argues that neoliberalism
seeks to tame the spatial, and proposes that attention needs to be paid to the conceptualisation of
space in seeking practices of resistance. In the arts during the last twenty years, the social turn in
contemporary art and performance has marked the emergence of a mode of working that involves
immersive experiences and urban interventions. This has opened up questions regarding the criti-
cal situatedness between content and form in relation to the political specificities of the location.
In some cases works of art voice a critique and in others they direct movement. This results in the
rethinking of the city and its improvised social spaces and spaces of resistance. Cultural production
in urban space is found in the form of street art, critique, reflection and direct involvement in social

movements.

Embros Theatre occupation

On 11 November 2011, and while Greece was temporarily without a government, the Mavili Col-
lective occupied the disused Embros Theatre building (Fig.2.3). The Mavili Collective came together
in the summer of 2010 as a spontaneous artistic group and produced a series of cultural actions
that questioned the institution of the local cultural industry, calling for collective participation. Af-
ter organising the sending of a public letter to the Minister of Culture, a conference, a city-wide
performance project and a series of texts on cultural policies, the Mavili Collective initiated the Em-
bros theatre programme as a practical cultural proposal and as direct action. The Embros Theatre
occupancy installed itself as a “reactivation”. Embros sought not only to occupy space but also to
re-activate long abandoned cultural circuits — to reconstitute a disused theatre in the centre of the
city in order to question cultural practice in Greece and produce a temporary collective imagining of
what a theatre today could be and do. The Embros site was chosen for its resonance within the arts
community. Embros was initially a printing house before it became a theatre that drew significant
audiences in the 1990s. The owner/director, Tasos Badis, passed away in early 2007, and because of

debt the ownership of the theatre passed to a bank and then to the state and had remained closed
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2.2

Megaron (Athens Concert Hall),
20 February 2014.

“Financing Creativity” Confer-
ence. Opening speech by the
Greek Minister of Culture and
Sports Panos Panagiotopoulos
and interference by artists in the
audience. The artists executed
this intervention as a perfor-
mance and as a responce to the
prevailing modes of cultural pro-
duction during austerity. Stills
from video recording by Mauvili
Collective.

2.3

Embros Theatre, Athens
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