
Documenta 14 
The Greek Show 

What a surprise it was to find the contemporary Athens Museum installed in the Fridericianum in 
Kassel, the central museum location of Documenta for 71 years. But there it is, a rousing and 
delightful look at contemporary Greek art. ANTIDORON. The EMST Collection 
“Antidoron” (αντίδωρον, literally the return of a gift). The small part of the Athens collection 
(about 15%), 82 artists and 180 works, shown here also includes some Americans, such as Janine 
Antoni, Lynda Benglis, Joseph Kosuth, Bill Viola, and others, each with very expressive works 
that represent them well. These American works are old hat to art world lookers. The real prize 
here is all Greek. The works here are an exciting introduction for an outsider. 

In spite of the occupation of Documenta’s ancestral home, none of these artists are listed in the 
Documenta catalogue. This is not a Documenta show, but a truly memorable exhibit of Greek 
contemporary art created over the last 60 years. Even this rather small example of the museum’s 
holdings makes one anxious to know more about the unseen. Great appreciation is due to the 
museum’s Founding Director, Anna Kafetsi, without whom, most of this wonderful collection 
would not exist. Anna Kafetsi, Ph.D in Aesthetics-Art History and former curator for 17 years of 
the 20th century collection at the National Gallery of Athens, which became the collection of The 
National Museum of Contemporary Art  (EMST), was appointed Founding Director of and 
probably assembled most of the collection. 

Anna Kafetsi is certainly the heroine of the birth of this museum, a little like Marcia Tucker at 
The New Museum in New York. At least Marcia Tucker had the consistent support of Henry 
Luce and the Luce Foundation. Anna Kafetsi had to struggle all the way. In spite of endless 
distractions, however, her first-class eye did not falter. This is a truly stimulating collection.  

After more than 12 years of complicated politics, planning, financing, and construction, The 
EMST opened last fall in the renovated Fix Brewery building. The wonderful double escalators 
rising in waves, from the first floor to the fourth orient the space clearly. They remind one of the 
similar stairway (without the escalators) designed in 1985 by James Stirling and Michael Wilford 
for the Sackler Museum at Harvard. 

The Greek art here is about life and about art itself. Here all ideas, mediums, and materials are in 
play; perception, color, photography, space, memory, drawing, sculpture, painting, light, sound, 
construction, video, conceptual, assemblage, ceramic, and more. The show is excitingly broad. 
The vibrancy of the art scene in Greece and among the Greeks in other parts of the world is no 
surprise. It is just not too well-known. The central role of art in every culture is amazingly, even 
surprisingly, shown in the recent publication of more than 100 books on the arts of most of the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Gallery_%2528Athens%2529


small African and Near East countries published by Luciano Benetton. This show in Kassel is an 
exciting introduction to contemporary Greek Art. It will return to Athens in the fall. 

ANTIDORON. The EMST Collection ranges between the no-holds-barred abruptness of 
Kounellis to the quiet soft wisdom of Antonakos. But we know about these two, because they are 
a well known a part of the Greek diaspora. It is the Greek, and related artists, living and working 
in Greece that are generally unfamiliar. 

Each path followed by these artists is represented by well-curated examples in Kassel, good 
choices. There is a lot to be said about every artist represented. Here, however, I would like to 
comment only on five artists whose careers were primarily in Greece. 

!  

Vlassis Caniaris (b 1929, Athens-2011) 
Plaster-soaked paper and paint on burlap and wood 

104 x 114 cm 
Homage to the Walls of Athens 1941-19… (1959) 

National Museum of Contemporary Art, Athens (EMST), 
Gift of Maria Lina Caniari, 2014 

Vlassis Caniaris was politically committed. He was forced to leave Greece when he criticized the 
Junta led by Georgios Papadopoulos that took power in 1967 and remained in power until 



1973/1974. Caniaris returned to Athens in 1975 after the Junta had lost power. His work reflected 
his strongly held views on political and social issues. The series of paintings “Homage to the 
Walls of Athens, is represented by this one in the Fridericianum. These works even refer as far 
back as the political slogans painted on the walls of Athens during the Nazi Occupation, and, 
later, to the similar repression of the Junta. The “E” in the work stands for (Greece), and for 
Eleftheria (freedom) and for EAM, the resistance movement that challenged the Axis occupation 
of Greece. His work was influenced by the Arte Povera artists in Italy as he added found objects 
and even stick figures standing before his paintings. One memorable painting in this series is 
actually painted on a wall in Athens and eight stick figures stand before it is urinating on it. That 
surely would have annoyed the Junta had they still been around. 

Caniaris represented Greece at the 1988 Venice Biennale (with Nikos Kessanlis). He had solo 
shows at Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris, the Moderna Museet, Stockholm, the 
Institute of Contemporary Art in London, the Benaki Museum in Athens, at the Henry Moore 
Institute in Leeds, UK, the State Museum of Contemporary Art in Thessaloniki, and many others. 
He was included in Documenta 6 in 1977. Between 1956 and 1975, when he returned to Athens 
permanently, he lived in Rome, Paris and Berlin. He became the chairman of the Architecture 
department at the National Technical University1n 1976 and remained in this role until 1996. 

!  
Stathis Logothetis (b. Burgos, Bulgsria, 1925-1997) 

Ε56Α, 1966,    Mixed media 
55 Χ 79 cm 

Long term loan from the Alpha Bank collection to the  
National Museum of Contemporary Art, Athens (EMST) 



For an early student of music in Vienna, the transition by Stathis Logothetis to visual 
representation must have been difficult. In one of his works here, the pain of death and loss is 
almost real. It is mixed media on burlap literally torn apart and stitched back together. E56A, 
above, was part of a performance with his body inside. Logothetis himself said “I agree with 
those who consider art as a biological necessity” and “These materials end up as an object … 
with a permanent testament to an aspect of my personality.”  

 “After discussing briefly his outlook on art and the character of his painting done before 1963, 
the author describes his transition to making three-dimensional painted objects he calls ‘action-
works’. He distinguishes four phases in his work during the decade 1963 to 1973. The first phase 
is represented by works that result from tearing, crushing or otherwise violently treating 
materials and constructing objects from them. In this phase, he saw himself in conflict with the 
materials. In the second phase, he combined contrasting materials together to give the impression 
that the materials are in conflict with each other. His third phase involves transformables which 
are intended to be acted upon by viewers, that is, they can be taken to be in conflict with them. 
Finally, in the fourth phase, he prepared works in which flexible materials assumed shapes under 
various influences, such as gravity, shrinkage, and swelling, to give a viewer the feeling that they 
were attempting to escape from their constraints “. * 

* From a1974 interview published in Great Britain by the periodical, Leonardo 

https://muse.jhu.edu/journal/116


!
Costas Tsoclis, (b 1930, Athens).
Scarecrow (1960) 162 × 130 cm  

Cement, coal, and acrylic on burlap 
National Museum of Contemporary Art, Athens (EMST), 

purchased with funding from the Ministry of Economy and Finance of Greece in 2002 

One can be delighted by the expressive and emotional paint and the shallow spaces of the 
canvases and constructions by Costas Tsoclis, now 87. Tsoclis represented Greece at the 1986 
Venice Biennale.  His work has been included in many shows in Europe and the United States, 
such as the Paris Biennale (1963, 1965), Sao Paulo Biennale (1965), and in Documenta 5 in 
Kassel in 1975. His work here in Kassel this year, White Gesture (1964), a very strong, thickly 
painted work, would make an impact in any museum. Recently, The Costas Tsoclis Museum 
opened in Kambos on the Aegean island of Tinos.  
According to the Nicos Pattichis collection summary, he is “one of the most famous Greek artists 
of the first post-war generation. Tsoclis got to know contemporary art trends in their birthplace. 
Yet his own work represents none of them, though it carries hints of conceptual art, nouveau 
realisme, and pop art. Although the third dimension was very quickly added to his canvases, his 
compositions were still characterized by a painterly approach. An element of trompe l’oeil runs 



through his entire oeuvre, not in the traditional sense of the transferring of three dimensions to a 
flat surface, but by dissolving the boundaries between the painted and the real space. “

 )  

Eugenia Apostolou (b 1954, Sudan) 
Disembodiment (2012)  

Oil on canvas 
50 x 50 cm 

Loan from the artist to The National Museum of Contemporary Art, Athens (EMST) 
It is fulfilling just to stand before the ambitious purple oil on canvas paintings of Eugenia 
Apostolou and their jagged top edges, a contrast between chaos and perfection. This work 
continues the tradition of a long line of monochromatic painting, such as that of Yves Klein, 
Marcia Hafif, Gunter Umberg, Robert Ryman, and others. When she was turned down for 
admission to the Athens School of Fine Arts, Apostolou studied for seven years in England, four 
at the Central School of Art and Design and three at the Royal College of Art. She was born in 
the Sudan and moved to Greece when she was six years old. All her school and adolescent 
experiences with nature and society were formed in Greece. She says “A few things are 
ineffaceable in my memory (of the Sudan), such as the clear greens and blues, the light of a night 
sky, the sunsets in the desert.  The aroma of the place is always in my senses.” 

In an interview with Christopher Marinos, an art critic, curator and president of AICA Hellas, 
Apostolou reveals a lot.  

 ” To begin with, however, I took a great interest in Cézanne. The revolutionary way in 
which he saw picture depth and surface is the bedrock upon which my work has been built. Lots 
of other things have been said about by work as for example, that I have a kinship with the 



American Abstract Expressionism and in my more recent work with the Russian avant-garde and 
Malevich’s Red and White Squares.  My work gets close to pieces of art that are of interest to 
me.  But I do not pursue a direct reference to them. The black and the red and the white have had 
their day in the past according to the time an artist was creating.  Malevich’s “Black Square” and 
“Red Square” were the result of a socio-political climate and a theoretical quest which is 
something we do not endorse today. Each one of us arrives at the red and the black from different 
paths. My own path is that of the pilgrims who reached their destination following the traces of 
sweat and blood that seeped down into the ground, shed by their predecessors. My painting, 
though abstract, has something to narrate. It does not fall either in the geometric, monochromatic 
or minimalist abstraction.  I am engaged in a dialogue with the past. But I go through the various 
trends of arts freely with no attachments. My commitment is with myself not with the History of 
Art. 

I take an interest in all manifestations of art as long as the content and the way that it is 
expressed attract me.  But, of course, painting has its special place in my heart. To begin with it 
is another way of life. It was in England that I developed certain skills, such as to think clearly, to 
focus on what I was doing at the moment, to strip it of superfluities and aim at the essentials 
concerning content and style.  Mario Dubsky used to tell me something that I will never forget: 
“There can be no work without blood flowing inside it”.   

C.M.  I think we can close our conversation with a phrase of Agnes Martin, which beautifully 
sums up the totality of your work: “A work of art is the reincarnation of our devotion to life” 



)  )  

 

STELIOS FAITAKIS (Athens, 1976. Lives and works in Athens) 
 (Left work) Fortunately absurdiity is lost (but they have hoped for much more)  

2014 Acrylic on  MDF  (Medium Density Fiberboard) 
300 Χ 533 cm 

Courtesy of the artist 

Starting as a graffiti or street artist, Faitakis has become now, at age forty, one of the best-known 
artists in Greece. A little like Jean Michel Basquiat. Fortunately, Faitakis’ work is the opposite in 
intent. It is sincerely based and not cynically crafted for maximum publicity and money. Faitakis 
graduated from the Athens School of Fine Arts and became one of the first in the street art 
movement that flourished in Athens in the 1990s. He is no longer a street artist,  
now he has a studio. His paintings now need a space to be created over time. He has exhibited  
in many places, among others, the first Athenian Biennale ‘Destroy Athens’ in 2007, the 54th 
Venice Biennale in 2011, and the first Kiev Biennale in 2012. He was included by our friend 
Jeffrey Deitch at the Museum of Contemporary Art Los Angeles for the exhibition, Art in the 
Streets (2011), and on the Winwood Walls in Miami (2009). 

http://theculturetrip.com/europe/greece/athens/
http://theculturetrip.com/europe/italy/articles/venice-biennale-the-first-nigerian-pavilion/
http://theculturetrip.com/europe/ukraine/articles/the-top-10-things-to-do-and-see-in-kiev/


It is quite a wonderful idea to base his allegoric paintings on the style of early Christian art. His 
art is informed by Byzantine painting and Greek Orthodox imagery. His influences are also 
muralists such as Diego Rivera and German Expressionism. 

Faitakis says “We grow up seeing this form of art in churches and everybody knows it. But it 
took me many years to fully appreciate it, to understand the depth and strength of this tradition. 
Now, no matter how many times I have visited the Byzantine and Christian Museum in Athens or 
the collection of Agia Aikaterini of Sinai in Crete, I’m always astonished. I like the idea that I am 
speaking an artistic language that has deep roots; the local people understand it and viewers 
abroad find it equally interesting. And at the end of the day, it is still a religious art form, and I 
am using it exactly for this: No matter what the theme is, whether it’s simple or even shallow, the 
golden background always reminds the viewer that there is another, higher level of existence 
despite the distance we may have from it because of our daily battle for survival. This is one of 
the elements that form the very core of my work. 

I feel like Greece is the only place I can continue and develop my research and painting 
discipline. I once heard the great lyra player Psarantonis saying that a tree needs to have strong, 
healthy roots in order to be able to produce leaves and fruit. I could not agree more.” 

George Waterman, New York, August 2017 

Note: all photographs by the author, except the Stelios Faitakis 
(right photo) by an unidentified photographer. 
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