Speech by the Director of NEON Ms Elina Kountouri 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 
Two years ago we had to decide how our organization would contribute to the 2021 national celebration of 200 years of independence from the Ottoman Empire. How can we reflect on the meaning of this celebration without pursuing the classic national narrative? 
How should a cultural institution, that is embedded in contemporary society and encourages civic engagement, conduct a meaningful dialogue with the achievements of our past?

For Dimitris Daskalopoulos, NEON’s course of action should be to look back to the past while, at the same time, maintaining a steady gaze towards the future.  

The historian Roderick Beaton says that “the Greek nation is born out of a blood shed”. The building of our modern nation started with the belief of a small group of people that change was possible, that transition to a new state was the future, and that independence was the ultimate goal.  
And today, once again, we need to determine what it is that we stand for.  Our cultural program, in partnership with the Hellenic Parliament, aims to highlight how this particular moment in history takes us through a “portal”.  When we emerge on the other side, we will need to reaffirm - for the sake of future generations - our commitment to certain values: the rule of law, human rights and democracy.  The global scale of the challenges and consequences of the pandemic make this reaffirmation imperative. 
In the past year citizens have had time to reflect: to rethink and question humanity’s priorities and long-held assumptions, and to look nervously towards an uncertain and precarious future. 
Author and novelist Arundhati Roy, writing in the Financial Times on 3 April 2020, highlighted our shared experience as the pandemic spread around the globe. “Whatever it is, coronavirus has made the mighty kneel and brought the world to a halt like nothing else could. Our minds are still racing back and forth, longing for a return to ‘normality’, trying to stitch our future to our past and refusing to acknowledge the rupture. But the rupture exists…Nothing could be worse than a return to normality... It is a portal, a gateway between one world and the next.” 

In 2021 NEON, in partnership with the Hellenic Parliament, will present an international contemporary art exhibition entitled Portals, at the former Tobacco Factory, an exhibition that I have had the immense honor and pleasure of co-curating with Madeleine Grynsztejn, Pritzker Director at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago.

	


Arundhati Roy’s idea of the portal – and how we negotiate our transition through it – is the inspiration for this exhibition. “We can choose to walk through it,” she suggests, “dragging the carcasses of our prejudice and hatred, our avarice, our data banks and dead ideas, our dead rivers and smoky skies behind us. Or we can walk through lightly, with little luggage, ready to imagine another world.” 

The political and social consequences of the pandemic require active participation from citizens; it is no longer possible for the majority of us to remain passive onlookers to change. The world has started to search for answers to restructure society, economics, ethics and politics. 

200 years ago, the Greeks had to design their future as an independent state and uphold the values of rule of law and personal liberties.

Today humanity is being forced to reshape everyday reality and to reassess its understanding of what freedom means. Once again, we are being asked to reimagine lives reborn out of revolution and upheaval. 
What is normal? What should be the next normal? What are the values that will define it? What are the new boundaries? How can we rebuild trust? How can we negotiate our way towards and through a portal to the other side? 

The exhibition Portals explores ideas about what this different reality may look like, investigating four themes: Movement, the Communal, Connection and Home. 

Portals will feature new commissions from international and Greek artists together with a selection of existing works. It will begin through an online ‘portal’ that will continue for the duration of the physical show.
A separate parallel program, in collaboration with the Hellenic Parliament, will reinforce the theme of the exhibition and draw additionally on the rich history of the Tobacco Factory. Detailed information on the artists and curatorial approach will be announced by Madeleine Grynsztejn and me in due course. 
At the former Tobacco Factory in 2021, we imagine a space of togetherness, a nonhierarchical space, a space facilitating the process of rethinking social and political strategies. Artists from different continents and diverse cultural backgrounds will come together to build a community of ideas; their works becoming both witnesses to and agents of proposing a possible new normal. This story of transition we want to narrate. 

I would like to offer my sincerest thanks to the President of the Hellenic Parliament, Mr. Constantine Tassoulas, a contemporary thinker and visionary, who embraced a contemporary dialogue for the Parliament’s cultural program. Also everyone who works tirelessly on a daily basis to “build” this cultural “space of togetherness”, to welcome us all in 2021. 
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