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d ’ ou don't have to walk
morc than 50 paces
anywhere in ‘Thessalo-

niki to realise something is
afoot. Roman arches arc swad-
dled in wraps. mosquces nestle
in  scaffolding.  Byzantine
churches suddenly look new.

In the neb-Byzantine cathe-
dral an army of artists is
painting frescoes on hitherto
plain walls, in acrylic colours
and acres of gold Ical. but in
an antiquc style: a shining-
cyed executant explains that
these will be the cqual of the
celebrated frescoes of Mount
Athos — no, they will be betier.

Wander into an cxquisitely
restored Art Nouveau man-
sion in the city's former Jewish
quarter, and you get a tirade
about thesc frescoes from an
architect so angry he can
hardly speak. Fe blames the
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controversial gifts

bishop who has hired the
painters, and the nationalist,
back-to-basics Christianity he
represents.

Next ycar Thessaloniki is
taking its turn as Cultural
Capital of Europe, and this
acsthetic spat is just one of
many conflicts which the city's
temporary enthronement has
brought 1o a head.

The Art Nouveau mansion
is the headquarters of the
Cultural Capital project. Orig-
inally owned by a Turk, then

commandcered by the Nazis,
then housing Nato, and there-
after the Red Cross, it reflects
the vicissitudes through which
the city itself has passed.

The Greek Government is
left of centre, while Thessalo-

niki — Athens’s northétn “co-
capital® — is staunchly
rightist. ~ Cultural  Capital

funds are channelled via Ath-
ens, and between Athens and
Thessaloniki there is a long
history of rivalry. What's
more, the local committee

overseeing next year's jambo-
ree is split along similar
.political lines. As a result,
what should have been a
concerted cultural push by a
city seizing its chance is riven
by factionalism.

When 1 visited the project
two years ago it was headed by
a formidabie Eurocrat named
Anne Haritou, who had previ-
ously been ''the right-hand
woman of Melina Mercouri
(begetter of the Cultural Capi-
tal concept). Now Haritou and
her entire team are gone, and
a’ writer named
Panos, Theodori-
dis is installed in
her - place. It
emerges that two _ |
other artistic di- .|
rectors have
come and gone in
the mcantime:
the composer
Stavros Xarcha-'
kos (who lasted
five months) and
the pianist Yan-
nis, Vakarelis
(who = managed
six). How!'come? “They were
outsiders who didnt under-
stand the aspirations: of this
city,” \ explains Theodoridis
briskly. “I am a Thessalonian
and I do. 1 shall stay the
course.”

Among those who fervently
hope he does are the local
British Council, which has

| been driven mad by the con-
stant changes'of plan. Brit-

ain's official contribution to
the festivities will include An-
thony Caro's huge stulptural
assemblage The Trojan War,
as well as drama and music;
things are not yet finalised.

Nor. are "the. home ' team's
plans. “Pens are still poised
over contracts,” says Theo-
doridis, but he happily runs
through his list: productions
by Peter - Hall, » Frahco
Zeffirelli, Péler Stein, Giorffio
“ Strehler, Robert Wilson —yes,
.the usual crcus: Glasgow —
cultural ¢apital iny 1992 — is for
him the touchstone of success
(the celebrated ,Saatchi cam-
paigh still rcverberétes)

In June this beauhful port
city will bring out its trump

Thessaloniki’s
historic Rotunda

card: for the first time ever, the |
religious trcasures of Mount
Athos will go on public dis-
play. This mcans that the half
of the human race forbidden
entrance to the monks' all-
male stronghold will finally
get a sight of them too.

The architect cnraged by
thosc frescocs is Professor Lois
Papadopoulos, a laid-back,
bear-like man who takes me
on a tour of the works-in-
progress. First we pause be-
side a work stopped in its
tracks. The Rotunda was origi-
nally a mausoleum, then it
became a church, then a
mosque, and then a church
cum concert venue. Now in
perilous disrepair, it is barred
to cveryone except parishio-
ners on Sunday. Two months
ago Papadopoulos and his
friends staged a concert in it,
which was violently disrupted

by protesters —

led by the clergy

— while police
. looked on.

. Then we stop

at a series of

edifices: a gor-
geous  mosque
built for Jewish
converts to Islam
which is now an
art gallery: a tex-
tile factory des-
tined to become
the cily’'s muse-
. um of modern
art; a monastery being trans-
. formed into a cultural centre; a

Turkish bath which is now a

theatre; a new museum area

'in the port. The Roman forum,

whose strects and arcades are

in strikingly good. repair, will
be turned next year into an

“open site".

On the ramparts overlook-
ing. the town is the blggest
conundrum of all: the “pris-
on”, where Turks built over
‘what Christians had added to
the original Roman founda-
tions. This was where political
prisoners languished under
the Nazis, and more. recently
under the Colonels.

Proposals to expose the Byz-
antine building by stripping
out the prison were quashed
by those who argued its his-
torical importance. Poems and
novels were written in there; it
is part of Greece's folklore.
Now a computer simulation
will reflect its changing guises
while it is gradually made
ready as a penal muséum, and
its exercise yard is reborn as a
theatre. Finally. everything be-

I comes culture.
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ApBpo Tou Michael Church mou avagépetal otn  OecoaAovikn Kal OTIC
npoeToluacieG yia v avakupnén TG w¢ TMOAITIOTIKN TPWEEUoUCa NG
Eupanng to 1997.

Meplypdgel TG epyacie¢ avaocTNAWONG HVNUEIWV KAl KTPI®V TG MOANG,
¢ dlaudxec mou €xouv dnuioupynBel yia Tnv avakaivion evog
apxovTikoU Tng Art Nouveau otnv naAid €Bpaikn Ouvoikia To Omnoio exel
KaTa kaipoug oTeydocel 1o dloikntnplo Twv Nadi, unnpeoliec Tou NATO Kal
Tou Epubpou Ttaupou kal avtikatontpilel OAEC TIC HETABOAEG MOV UMECTN
I0TOPIKA N id1a n MOAN.

E¢nyel 6Tt n EAANvVIKA KuBEpvnon MPdoKeITtal otnv KEVTPOApIoTEPA EVW N
©eooalovikn eival motn dedla.

Ta kovdUAla yia Tnv TIoAIoTikn TTpwTeuouoa gpyxovtal peow ABRvag otn
©eooalovikn kal eival maAld 1oTopia o aviaywviouos avaueoa otg duo
noAeig. Emiong K'dVE:I pia avadpopn oToug apUOdIouc avda Kaipouc Mou
ntav  emkepainC oOtn  dlopydvwon Kal  ¢BAavel OTOV  ONPeEPIVO
©eooalovikid cuyypadea K. TI. Oeodwpldn.

Avagépel TN OUVEIO)OPA OTIC EKONAWOEIC TOU TOMIKOU BPeTAVVIKOU
2upBoUAioU Tou Ba mepIAauBavel Kal eva TePACTIO YAUNTO CUMMAEYHA TOU
Anthony Caros pe 6¢pa tov Tpwikd MOAEHO KABWG KAl EKONAWOEIG
HOUCIKNG Kal Bedtpou. Emionc amapiBuei dAAa onpaviika kTipla mou
avakaiviovrar onwe n Potévta, 1o eBpaiko T{aui, Ta ToupkKika Aoutpa, n
PWHAIKN ayopd, ol GUAAKEC Kal KATAANyel oTo omoudaio yeyovog Tng
HETAPOPAC, TOV loUvIo k™ €KBEONG yla MPWTN PoPA TWV BPNOKEUTIKWV
Bnoaupwv and 1o Aylo Opoc.
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