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Your excellency Mr Rik Daems, President of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe
Dear colleagues, Presidents of Parliaments of member states of the Council of Europe

I welcome you with joy and honour. In Greece, in Athens, in the former Tobacco Factory, here, on the occasion of our Conference, held in Athens, from the 21st to the 22nd of October. And this occasion of your arrival here for our Conference coincides with a rare historic year of Greece we celebrate and we remember and we examine and we’re happy about the two centuries of the eruption of our war of independence. This war of independence started in 1821 and Greece became a free state in 1830. We start our hosting of you by bringing you in touch with contemporary art. This vast neighbourhood of the municipality of Athens, of the capital of Greece is called Akadimia Platonos. Akadimia Platonos is the neighbourhood here, it is the Academy of Plato, the famous Greek philosopher, of 4th century B.C. he had his university here, his school here, in this very area, and this school, this university, continued to exist for ten centuries. And it ceased to exist during the 6th century A.D. during the period of the Byzantine Empire. Ten centuries of Akadimia Platonos here, you understand the roots of culture, the roots of education and the roots of cultivation of this area, how deep, how strong they are. So this past is something that made us continue this tradition, ceteris paribus, of course, because we are talking about Plato, and this immense building which used to be for decades a public Tobacco Factory, came into the possession of the Greek Parliament some twenty years ago and we have our library here, our public library, we have our typing equipment here, and some other services of the parliament, but also we had a lot of space, a lot of free room, and during this year, I accepted a very challenging proposal, by Mr. Dimitris Daskalopoulos, an eminent industrialist in Greece, who is dealing with art the last years, he is a famous collector and he’s a person who strives to bring contemporary art in touch with the public, because he thinks that contemporary art is not just for closed doors, but he wants to open it, to the huge public. So he cooperates with public entities, with archaeological sites, with the Ministry of Culture and other entities, and he brings contemporary art items in ancient places, in archaeological places, and he combines the past with the future, and this combination is very attractive. So he made me a proposal, to take advantage of this building, and we turned with his generosity, we turned a lot of spaces here into a real modern gallery, where we host works of art of 59 artists from all over the world, 18 are from Greece, the majority are from other countries, you will meet their work here, so, to open this building for the public, not for political reasons, but for reasons that are mainly sometimes deeper political, education and art. And affiliation of the public with art is actually a political initiative. So the Greek Parliament cooperates with a private organisation, and the result is what you are going to enjoy in a few minutes, after some introduction speeches, of mine and of Mr. Daskalopoulos, and of the curator of the exhibition. We are trying to open our lives again, back to normality, after twenty months of a pandemic, of a terrible situation that we faced, of an ordeal, an enormous ordeal, worldwide, and we try to go back to normality with a lot of attention, a lot of measures, and it’s a happy incident that a lot of Presidents of Parliaments are here in Greece to participate in this Conference which deals with crucial matters, with democracy, and human rights, with the protection of the environment, and with the future of the peoples of Europe. We start our conference with an exhibition which has the title PORTALS, gates, πύλη in the Greek language, because we feel that after this pandemic some portals, some gates, are open and wait for us to pass through them, not to continue the same style of life, before the pandemic and before this traumatic, but nevertheless useful sometimes, experience, and we think we will pass these gates and we will try after this ordeal to organise our lives in a different, more down-to-earth way, with other values, because sometimes when you lose something, you esteem it more after that. So we are trying to pass through a new normality that awaits us and this new normality can be seen in these pieces of art that can be interpreted in very personal ways, every one of us can interpret and this is the temptation of modern art of contemporary art, one can interpret these items in their own personal way. Back to a new normality, back to new values, but also since we are members of the Council of Europe, back also to our traditional, strong, and protected by us values, of parliamentary democracy, of human rights, of rule of law, and the Greek way to start such a serious political conference, is through the enjoyment of art, of the freedom of art, and of the freedom of the interpretation of art. Enjoy it and feel stronger for our conference tomorrow and the day after, because the themes we have to deal with are very serious, the duties we have to face are very serious, and the gates we have to pass through are very hopeful if we understand our new duties. 
Thank you for your presence, and enjoy the contemporary art that the Greek Parliament and the NEON Cultural Organisation is offering. Welcome to my country. 

