Speech by the President of the Hellenic Parliament 

Mr. Constantine An. Tassoulas at the event for the announcement of the 2021 Contemporary Art Cultural Programme at the former Tobacco Factory – Hellenic Parliament Library and Printing House
Senate Hall of the Hellenic Parliament, 14 December 2020 
Ladies and Gentlemen,

I welcome you to the Senate Hall where we are about to make an initial presentation of our collaboration with the pioneering Organization for Culture and Development “NEON”, aiming to make the best possible use of an emblematic space, which is very promising as a space for, inter alia, cultural activities, namely the former Tobacco Factory situated on Lenorman street, which has belonged to the Hellenic Parliament for the last twenty years.

The Liberal Party, in the elections of September 1932, published an interesting picture of their Work Review of the four years 1928-1932. This important Review of those turbulent four years includes a chapter on the state’s arrangements on tobacco. And the Liberal Party is proud, rightly so, because it took great care of the tobacco issues: it bought 6 million units of  tobacco gone bad from the producers to prevent its utilization and mixing with good tobacco, which would degrade the quality of Greek tobacco, but also to boost their income then bought another 5.5 million units of marketable tobacco. And this, due to the fact that the major foreign markets – America, England, Austria - had greatly reduced their orders. A tobacco institute was established in Drama and a huge tobacco factory of 19,000 sq. m was created and built in the area of Kolokynthos, and specifically in Kolonos, on Lenorman Street, where dozens of tobacco companies were housed and accommodated until the beginning of 1990. The Tobacco facility also housed a Customs Office and two Tobacco Tax Offices so that the state could prevent - on the spot – any tax losses from the exploitation of that very important product at the time.
This Tobacco Factory has been classified and declared as a listed and protected monument by the Ministry of Culture and, after various uses, beyond the original one, it became the property of the Hellenic Parliament, housing its impressive Library, - both from a quantitative and qualitative point of view -, its archive maintenance services, its Printing Office and providing space for other actions. Occasionally the Hellenic Parliament, e.g. in the framework of the Open House programme, has opened this space up to the Athenian public as an illustrative  example of the previous century’s interesting industrial architecture.
The cultural organization “NEON”, founded by Mr. Daskalopoulos, made us a very appealing proposal. And since this organization has an excellent reputation, we accepted this proposal, as its fulfilment presents a double benefit. First, a public space is utilized to host Art and second,  the public gets acquainted  both with the space and the content, which is an objective of this organization, Mr. Daskalopoulos and his collaborators, but also ours, to offer for free what we call "public art" , as opposed to art that is landlocked, confined, closed, for the eyes of only a chosen few, whose luck or fortune allowed them to enjoy.

The current Constitution of Greece, in Article 16, for the first time does not limit its scope to Education alone, as the previous 1952 Constitution did, but also adds Art. And the main mission and obligation of the state is Art’s “free” promotion and development. The Parliament, which is the state that legislates - one constituent of the tripartite state is the legislative branch - faithful to the constitutional requirement, seeks in collaboration with NEON to contribute to the promotion and development of Art. 

And we are here, on the eve of the new year, which marks the bicentennial of the Greek State’s birthday, with the outbreak of the Revolution of 1821, we are here, among other things, to hold an event through which we will try to provide the inspiration sparked by our country, its perspective, its future, the space of the Tobacco Factory, everything. We will try to express the inspiration that motivates modern artists - international and domestic - and through this inspiration, through specific directions and titles served by the exhibition, we will try to show the possibility that we have before us; to make as a country a new beginning for the era after the "demon", which in the last several months has been tormenting both the world and our country, and I am talking about the pandemic. Just as 1821 represents an important new beginning which obligated us to redefine, in a more radical way of course, our goals and priorities, now, likewise, we appeal to Art to help us redefine our priorities in the new era that opens up after this suffocating situation has passed, a situation which undermines our most human quality, our most basic quality: sociability.

Art is both a sanctuary and a springboard. In the Athanassakeion Museum of Volos there is a limestone tile, which was found in a cave in Pelion. It originates from the Paleolithic era, and engraved on it in a very basic way are people, dancing. Next to them on the tile is a simple drawing of two homes.

After tens of thousands of years, we go to the Neopalatial period, in 1500 BC Crete. And there we find another, more artistic element of human dance, a depiction exhibited in the Heraklion Archaeological Museum titled "The Reapers". It is found on a steatite jar called ryto, and it shows reapers after work, semi-dancing in a fast and adorable manner, apparently on their way home. One of them is shaking and playing a musical instrument called  seistro, another turns his gaze back and smiles at the person behind them. Here again we see the refuge of dance, the refuge of life being depicted, the refuge of creation, through Art, which human beings have always used, especially since they dominated or felt as if they had dominated over their natural environment.

This refuge and spingboard, which is Art, has greatly helped humans overcome their genetic fears within the unknown universe,  the unknown  future. This common awareness of Art as a refuge and springboard, is a function that we need now to be able to overcome our anxieties, but also to be filled with optimism that we can do so, and respond to such worries through the dialogue triggered by Art, through the dialogue sparked by its messages. And the message sent does not necessarily have to be the same as the message heard and that is the very charm of the complexity, the variety of Art, so that through this dialogue, humans can better understand their position and  feel that, - to use the expression given as a title to our creative presentation, i.e. the "Portal",- there is a portal in front of them to go through, and after they do so, to make a new beginning, more mature, more courageous and more resourceful in facing the new challenges in their lives.

"My art", says Cavafy in the poem Kaisarion, "gives your face a dreamy, appealing beauty". Art provides this dreamy beauty, the face of Kaisarion does not necessarily possess it, and this shows the power of Art.

Someone had said that Art is a second creation created by humans, since the first creation was the work of God. So humans through Art have created a new situation, a new nature and they are dominant here too, because art "gives your face a dreamy, appealing beauty" and as the same poet adds in another poem "I've looked on beauty so much that my vision overflows with it". So, with our vision overflowing with beauty, with reflection, I add, on the questions and answers triggered by Art, we are called upon as the Hellenic Parliament, collaborating with a pioneering private organization such as NEON, to put Art in our life, to use it, to get acquainted with it and to help provide answers to our concerns, especially in these literally suffocating times we live in and which are unprecedented for humanity in the last, I daresay,  hundred years.

The Hellenic Parliament legislates, the Hellenic Parliament controls the government, the Hellenic Parliament maintains an impressive stock of publications which is constantly enriched, the Hellenic Parliament also has an impressive stock of buildings, which it takes care of, highlighting them, opening them up to the public and through them we can sense and feel our country’s recent history. Because it is right here where our country’s  modern history has been written. The walls of this building are steeped in the sounds of this history. At the same time, however, the Parliament responds to modern challenges, cooperating with significant and creative bodies of the private sector on an equal footing, in order to jointly promote goals and aspirations associated with the aforementioned article 16 of the Constitution, regarding the development and promotion of Art. And if nothing else, the NEON organization has proven that it has brought Art much closer to the modern Greek citizen and, especially, that it has rediscovered public spaces, archaeological ones or of another value, architectural for example, as is the case of our building. And having rediscovered such spaces, where they place their exhibits and ideas, they have achieved the goal set when establishing this organization, the creator and his collaborators, i.e. to make the world more art-loving.

 We are very happy with this collaboration, which will prove very beneficial to the public that will enjoy the exhibition in an area of about 3,500 sq. m, which has been remodeled and optimized, courtesy of NEON funding, and which improvements will remain to serve the purposes of the building. So we are very happy with this collaboration and I think that this collaboration provides the prelude to the activities, events and initiatives that will continue to take place  in this emblematic and promising building of the former Tobacco Factory.
For we are lovers of the beautiful and at the same time we are simple in our ways. This is the admission that we have inherited on the way in which Greeks, cultivated Greeks, or Greeks who wish to be cultivated, stand before Art. And in light of the bicentennial anniversary of the Revolution of 1821, i.e. the anniversary of the biggest beginning of Hellenism, we are called upon to make our own beginning in a way that will be optimistic, in a way that will be aesthetic, in a way that will inspire, because, through the high level of the artists who will present their work, we will feel that Greece does not only inspire for its past, but also for its present and future.

I therefore, thank my associates in the Parliament for all their efforts, I thank the cultural organization NEON, Mr. Daskalopoulos, Mrs. Kountouris and all of their associates for this initiative, for this collaboration and for this inspired exhibition that we will hold at the former Tobacco Factory, and which we will present in stages to the journalistic public, so that by June 2021, when the "Portal" will open its gates, this presentation will have been fully and comprehensively completed. So let us look at beauty so much that our vision overflows with it!
