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Abstract

This article focuses on the Athens Polytechnic, an emblematic site that has been the 

epicentre of historical ruptures during which it is extensively graffitied. It is based on a 

corpus consisting of graffiti writings from the particular building during three key moments 

of crises in the modern history of the country. The article critically examines an architectural 

drawing of graffiti writings on the Athens Polytechnic and aims to reflect on the methods 

followed to produce it. By resituating, or rather recomposing, the graffiti written in different 

times on the walls of the Polytechnic, the article registers the various responses to the 

overwhelming forces of crises.
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CRISES AND REPRESENTATIONS: SITES OF CRITIQUE? 

The surfaces of Athens are privileged sites upon which crises have historically been inscribed (Avramidis, 

2014; Leventis, 2013; Stavrides, 2017; Tsilimpounidi, 2015; Tulke, 2017, Zaimakis, 2015). During periods 

of crises, the phenomenon of wall writing intensifies, both in terms of numbers and content, 

turning graffiti into both a visual synonym and a material embodiment of crises. Yet, specific edifices 

seem to be more prone to graffiti than others due to their placement, appearance and use (Avramidis, 

2012, 2015). 

This article focuses on the Athens Polytechnic, an emblematic site that has been the epicentre of 

historical ruptures during which it is extensively graffitied.1 It is based on a corpus consisting of 

graffiti writings from the particular building during three moments of crises: the Axis occupation of 

Greece (1941-1944) during which the site operates as a student hub cultivating resistance spirit and 

liberation morale;2 the Military Junta (1967-1974) when the Polytechnic plays a pivotal role in the 

student uprising against the Dictatorship;3 and the contemporary crisis (2010-2015) during which the 

building becomes a 

1 Given that a comparative historical analysis is beyond the scope of this research – as this would require a very detailed 
discussion of the socio-historical conditions in which graffiti production is embedded – I attempt to offer here some information 
regarding the three specific temporalities that allow the readers gain a basic appreciation of the historical continuities and breaks, 
the recurring and contradictory topics, etc. 
2 The Nazis enter Athens on 27.04.1941. A few days later they commandeer several buildings in the city centre, impose their 
symbols and language on the visual landscape of the built environment, and a long period of cruelty and famine for the local 
population begins. The visual evidence from this period is relatively limited due to a number of factors, like the illegal nature of 
the practice of photography, the scarcity of photographic equipment and the bad conditions that didn’t allow safe record keeping. 
Yet, a few exceptions, like the work of Kostas Paraschou (1997/1973), offer glimpses to the streets of Athens and the 
phenomenon of wall writing, the presence of which was pervasive during and after the Occupation. In October 1944, the 
Occupation comes to close and the Germans evacuate Athens. On 18.10.1944 Athenians cheerfully welcome the Allies in the 
main streets. Yet, this warm welcome and wide-spread euphoria would not last long as the ‘December Events’ will follow. This 
refers to a series of urban clashes in Athens – which lasted for 33 days (03.12.1944 - 05.01.1945) – between the Greek left-wing 
Resistance forces (EAM-ELAS) and the British Army supported by the newly established Greek coalition government. These 
events cultivated a climate of distrust between the left and right in Greece, which was never restored thereafter, heralding the 
three year-long Greek Civil War that started the year after (30.03.1946 - 16.10.1949), one of the first instance of the Cold War 
worldwide. 
3 The Greek Military Junta, is established after a successful coup d’etat that takes place on 21.04.1967 by a group of army 
officials. Once the Junta gains complete control, it imposes the military rule and bans political parties from the parliament, 
forcing several leading politicians to leave the country. In the following months, lots of alleged dissidents – primarily artists and 
leftist-wing sympathisers – are arrested, tortured and sent to exile in desolate Greek islands. The 1967 coup is one of the most 
vivid – albeit dramatic – expressions of the deep-seated national disunity between the left and the right which has its roots in the 
Greek occupation and the subsequent Greek Civil War. The role of the United States in the Greek political scene before the 
Junta, allegedly ensuring that the country would not fall under Soviet influence, is something that should be noted. The Athens 
Polytechnic Uprising (14-17 November 1973) was a massive popular disapproval of the Military Junta but destined to have a 
bloodshed finale for the students when tanks rammed the gate. The Polytechnic events inaugurate an era of decline for the 
Dictatorial Regime that ends under the pressure of the Turkish invasion in Cyprus on 24.07.1974. 
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site of recurring political expression.4 This article critically re-examines a single architectural drawing of 

graffiti writings on the Athens Polytechnic which was produced as part of my by-design doctoral thesis 

(Avramidis, 2018). 

 

 
Athens Polytechnic Graffiti Drawing [Original in 1:100, 450x1950mm] © Konstantinos Avramidis, 2017. 

 

The article aims to reflect on the design methods followed to produce a drawing that fastidiously 

records all the writings of the building’s façades. By resituating, or rather recomposing, the graffiti written 

in different times on the walls of the Polytechnic, the article registers the various responses to the 

overwhelming forces of crises. In every moment of crisis, we witness a crisis of representation of 

particular groups. The representations of crises, such as those in the graffiti studied here, come as 

responses to the crisis of representation (cf. Avramidis & Tsilimpounidi, 2019). Yet, as the etymology of 

the word suggests, a ‘crisis’ can also be a time of ‘krisis’, i.e. a moment of “judgment” and, by extension, 

criticality. Representations of crisis ought to reflect this criticality. Here I move from architectural 

representation as a sterile documentation of space to representation as a fertile heuristic mechanism. The 

drawing is turned into a site of exploration as well as a critique of its unquestioned nature, i.e. its 

proclaimed neutrality, objectivity and truth. 

The Polytechnic shows how architecture can be perceived as a landscape, a writing landscape in 

this case. This writing landscape becomes navigable through the drawing, thus transforming the elevation 

into a map. In other words, the west elevation functions here as a map for the situation and serialisation 

of the graffiti marks. In so doing, the drawing reveals the dialogue between the matrices of graffiti and 

architecture. Each architectural façade or elevated surface is governed by spatial rules and establishes 

                                                 
4 On 06.12.2008 in Exarcheia district in Athens, a group of teenagers yells at a passing by police car some remarks. The 
policemen park their car a few meters farther and return armed at the spot to respond to the verbal assault. One of the two 
policemen takes out his gun and pulls the trigger. Alexandros Grigoropoulos – a 15 year-old boy – drops dead from the gunshot. 
The incident triggers a youth outburst that lasts for weeks. The riotous protests that follow are the most severe that the country 
has faced in its post-dictatorial era. The 2008 ‘December Events’ is the prelude of contemporary crisis. Less than two years later, 
on 23.04.2010 and amidst an increasingly financially uncertain and politically unstable situation, PM Georgios Papandreou calls 
for EU/IMF rescue package addressing the nation from the picturesque waterfront of the remote Kastelorizo island. This can be 
considered as the official historical marker of the ‘crisis’. As of then, and three memoranda later, the dismantling of the welfare 
state and the subsequent decrease of living standards in Greece, along with the rocketing of unemployment rates, triggered a 
generalised civil distrust towards the system as a whole. The centre of Athens becomes a site of contestation with the symbols of 
capitalism, state and education playing a leading role in this socio-urban struggle. 
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particular parameters that dictate the way we read and measure it whilst affecting the layouts of the 

writings that occupy it and, by extension, the axis of their reading. As such, the graffiti content is 

serialised within the architectural setting as the matrix of graffiti belongs to the given matrix of 

architecture. So, graffiti image-texts are placed in a particular order and appear in specific groupings 

according to the rules of the architectural surface. In that way, the drawing becomes a sort of tableau akin 

to Aby Warburg’s unfinished Mnemosyne Atlas, i.e. a set of graffiti (images) positioned in relation to each 

other according to the imposed spatiality of architecture. 

On sixty-three wooden tableaus, all covered with black cloth, Warburg organises ‘visual clusters’ 

(2000/1929). This happens when heterogeneous images from various sources, periods and regions are 

configured in particular ways to create all sorts of ‘affinities’, thus questioning the order of things, places 

and time. Art historian Georges Didi-Huberman considers Warburg’s work to be a theoretical object and 

methodological device rather than a simple collection of images. For Didi-Huberman when images are 

carefully juxtaposed and placed in specific sequences have the capacity to produce unforeseeable 

connections, and this is what transforms the Mnemosyne Atlas into “a visual form of knowledge” (2010a: 

14). In the press release of his own Atlas exhibition, Didi-Huberman argues that “[to] make an atlas is to 

reconfigure space, to redistribute it, in short, to redirect it: to dismantle it where we thought it was 

continuous; to reunite it where we thought there were boundaries” (2010b: 2). In that sense, atlases create 

a universe of their own, an architectural construction where the ‘spaces’ are suggested by the 

configuration and sequence of images. Atlas invites us to move from one image to the next, from one 

‘space’ to another. Viewing the Polytechnic drawing as an atlas means travelling from one inscription to 

the next, from one surface to the other, transcending geographical and/or temporal limitations. The 

Polytechnic atlas-drawing serves a double function: it is heuristic as it allows creating connections that 

have never been made before, and it works cartographically as it resituates the writings in their spatial and 

temporal contexts enabling the navigation through the Polytechnic’s graffiti landscape.  

The aim of this approach is to define the medium of architectural drawing as a methodological 

apparatus capable of grasping and working across different social and historical instances thus allowing a 

deeper understanding and creative re-interpretation of urban history. The goal is to introduce this 

‘atlasing’ drawing method as a critique of the proclaimed positivist knowledge embedded in this kind of 

representations. 

 

CRISES OF REPRESENTATION: THE SITE OF WRITING 

 

The Polytechnic is indissolubly linked to Modern Greek history. It hosts the National Technical 

University of Athens which is the oldest and one of the most prestigious educational institutions in the 

country. Currently, the Polytechnic complex houses the School of Architecture and consists of a series of 
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buildings constructed in different historical times.5 Here I limit my study to the ‘trilogy’, designed by 

Lysandros Kaftantzoglou (1811-1885). The Polytechnic ‘trilogy’ – which is only a part of the architect’s 

proposed campus (1862) – is considered to be one of the finest architectural examples of the European 

Classicism and consists of two identical one storey, T-shape edifices of Doric order (School of Arts and 

Rectory) – positioned symmetrically opposite to each other – leading to the imposing square shape with 

atrium and a semi-cylinder back, two storey, Ionian order, School of Architecture building (Averof). All 

three are built with expensive stone and decorated with Pentelikon marble which symbolises wealth and 

refers to classical Greece.  

Despite its undeniable aesthetic qualities, imposing scale and bright educational history, the 

Polytechnic is first and foremost a symbol of political struggles in the Greek collective consciousness. The 

Polytechnic never ceased to be a space of resistance and politicization: before becoming a symbol of the 

anti-dictatorial struggle (Fatsis, 1983), it played a crucial role during the WWII National Resistance (Papa, 

1985). The concentration of educational institutions in the district around the Polytechnic attracted 

intellectuals, scholars and students, who progressively cultivated politicisation and radicalisation of the 

wider Exarcheia area. The district can be considered the ‘capital’ of graffiti as nearly every inch of its 

surfaces is covered with all sorts of parietal writings. The pervasive presence of graffiti in this district has 

historical roots. Exarcheia’s walls were full of graffiti during the WWII National Resistance (Paraschou, 

1997/1973) and continued hosting writings until the 1973 Polytechnic Uprising against the military rule 

(Fatsis, 1974). Today, the surfaces of Exarcheia remain full of all kinds of inscriptions, making graffiti an 

inseparable part of the district’s visual identity (Spyropoulos, 2013).  

The Polytechnic – due to its placement in the particular neighbourhood of the city, its political 

nature and symbolism – historically attracted graffiti and is still prone to it. Its walls are the connective 

tissue of these different temporalities. This constant writing, overwriting and rewriting of graffiti 

transforms the Polytechnic’s surfaces into palimpsests, in the most literal sense of the term. The 

Polytechnic is the site where crises of representations are expressed in writing.  

 

REPRESENTATION OF CRISES: THE SITE OF DRAWING 

 

The temporal starting point for this drawing is the 1973 Student Uprising. The drawing is a series of 

photomontages showing how the planned – the line drawing – and the unplanned – the historical graffiti 

photographs – meet and disrupt each other: the Polytechnic as envisioned by the architect and its 

benefactors is joined together with a use that was never anticipated.  
                                                 
5 The National Metsovian Polytechnic, as it is called in Greek, owes this name to the birthplace city (Metsovo) of the benefactors 
who financially supported the erection of its campus at Patission Street and, in particular, its first trilogy construction phase 
(1862-1876). The second phase (1930-1935) results to the erection of a rectangular shape edifice designed by Kostas Kitsikis 
(1892-1969), a genuine exponent of academicism and eclecticism. During the last construction stage of the campus (1950-1957), 
two more buildings are added completing the characteristic U-shape of the complex at the back as originally envisioned by 
Kaftantzoglou. These are designed by Emmanouil Kriezis (1880-1967) whose design approach is characterised by a combination 
of the modernist spirit with what he considers ‘Greek’ architectural elements. For more details see Bires (1957) and Philippides 
(1995). 
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Three interrelated parts of the drawing are of particular interest: the basis, the writings and their 

indexing. As the basis I combined existing digital survey drawings which were produced in 2002 by a team 

of the Polytechnic in the occasion of the planned restoration of the complex.6 The restoration lasted for 

nearly a decade and aimed to bring the building as closely back to its original state as possible, eliminating 

any alteration made throughout its many years of use. The basis drawings are from a particular historical 

instance of this edifice and wish to revive its original ‘Beaux Art’ state. The graffiti writings of the 

Polytechnic come from all three eras considered here and are placed according to the spatial rules dictated 

by the basis drawing whilst superimposing their own matrix. The images interrupt the line drawing 

resembling Norman Foster’s representations of the ‘Reichstag Graffiti’ (2003).7 The vast majority of the 

marks are textual and indexed at the bottom of the drawing following their spatial arrangement. The 

presentation of the graffiti content challenges the linearity and orthodoxy of their reading.8 The 

Polytechnic drawing disturbs one’s expectations because it conveys a Beaux Art building in a non-Beaux 

Art way. Given that Beaux Art drawings are expected to be realistic, this drawing appears incomplete as it 

is only partially covered with fragments of past realities. 

 

 
Part of the Athens Polytechnic Graffiti Drawing [Original in 1:100, 450x1950mm] © Konstantinos Avramidis, 2017. 

 

                                                 
6 The CAD drawings of the Polytechnic trilogy have kindly been offered to me by NTUA Professor Eleni Maistrou in January 
2016. The drawings were produced in 2002 by the NTUA restoration team of the complex under the lead of Professor Nikoloas 
Kalogeras. They were modified to meet the needs of the drawings I wished to produce.  
7 The difference between the drawings of the Red Army graffiti in the Reichstag and the crisis graffiti on the Polytechnic lies in 
the realm of intentions. In Foster’s case the purpose is to celebrate his pictorial orchestration of the existing inscriptions on the 
walls whereas here the atlas-drawing aims exploring the multi-temporal, multi-authored and contested character of the site.  
8 The indexing technique adopted in this drawing is influenced by the footnote logic used in Bruno Latour and Petr Weibel’s 
Iconoclash (2002) volume. Although the footnotes are numbered in the text of the book, their reading at the bottom of the pages is 
spatial, challenging the traditional linearity of the text. The references start to participate in the iconoclash of the page, reflecting 
the content and argument of the text.  
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The juxtaposition of the neat drawing and the messy writings also vividly illustrates the 

iconoclastic dimension of these writings whilst highlighting their offensive character against the imposed 

‘orderliness’ of the Regime. In a sense, the collage challenges the purity of the neoclassical image and, at 

the same time, questions the authority of the individuals involved in the process of its making: the 

architectural designers, the graffitists and the photographers. As much as graffiti pose a threat to the 

clinical environment of the military Junta, so do the graffiti photographs to the clean and ordered 

architectural environment of the drawing. Graffiti infuse contingency and action to the seemingly 

immobile and inactive traditional line drawing.  

This drawing should not be seen as a formal or graphic exercise nor is it a mere assembly of 

photographs that attempt to reconstruct a past image of the Polytechnic. Rather, it is a revelatory tool and 

an exploratory device. By deploying collage techniques, the aim here is to transfer the logic of the walls of 

the Polytechnic in the drawing: writings of different epochs inhabit, effect and disrupt one another.9 Even 

though they remain distinct, the texts make different sense when seen together: one writing is read 

through the other. This is evident, for example, in the way the ‘Athenian Guernica’10 (#04.0) – an 

emblematic piece of contemporary crisis – disrupts, frames and in the process re-signifies the 1973 

uprising writings (#18.0) with which it shares the same material surface. The shock in this case is not 

engendered by the form of the collage-drawing but rather from the new associations created between 

elements of different contexts. This is what generates disturbance here: the contradictions actualised by 

and the ruptures generated from bringing these heterogeneous elements of different crises moments 

together. 

The resituation of these marks in a new context allows the formulation of new meanings 

emerging from their (juxta)position on the surface of the drawing and their blending with the line 

drawing. Depending on the degree of their visual and spatial heterogeneity, the elements of the collage 

create new interconnections ranging from modest to extreme. In any case, the collage is characterized by 

spatial discontinuity – since the archival material appears fragmented on the drawing – as well as temporal 

multiplicity, as graffiti images of all the historical moments explored here coexist. 

 

                                                 
9 Perhaps an alternative way to think of this drawing is as mosaic, rather than collage, as in it there is a set of rule that one 
wouldn’t normally find in a collage. Collage often evokes an art practice where things coming together in a random fashion, it is 
kind of unmeasured. Contrary, my drawing is a very precise measure, where each photograph finds its way to a specific slot, 
looking more like mosaic. 
10 On 03.03.2015, a monumental graffiti intervention covered the entire Rector’s building of the Athens Polytechnic. Its 
placement, biblical size, black-white aesthetics and abstract form, shocked the – undoubtedly familiar with graffiti – Greek 
society. The graffito, apart from the morphological deconstruction of the building’s façade, managed to trigger a hot debate and 
hit the headlines of the mass media, whilst becoming subject of scholarly study by domestic academics (Tsilimpounidi, 2017; 
Stampoulidis et al, 2018). The graffito quickly acquired the nickname ‘Guernica’. It might not be the best matching simile – as the 
one is figurative whereas the other is abstract – yet it is a rather interesting one because it creates visual as well as conceptual 
associations. Myrto Tsilimpounidi in her reading of the piece reminds us that both the Polytechnic and the city of Guernica are 
associated to resistance and she interprets the image of the graffito as reflective of the disastrous consequences of crisis on Greek 
universities. 
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Each element of the collage-composition develops dynamic visual, verbal and historical relations 

with the others that surround and compete it, challenging their individual and/or stable meanings. For 

example, as far as the visual is concerned, the resemblance of the encircled peace sign written during the 

1973 uprising (#10.α) with the contemporary anarchist symbol (#01.b) next to it makes one wonder 

about past, current and future civil demands expressed on these walls. Further, some slogans written in 

2015 comment on fascism (e.g., #07.b) in a manner similar to the ones executed some 40 years earlier 

(e.g., #07.β), inviting the beholder of the drawing to identify the existing, or even create new, discursive 

affinities. Additionally, different texts of distant historical eras seem to talk to or contradict with one 

another, as is the case with the 1944 liberation slogan (#00.0) which warmly welcomes the Allies in 

Athens (UK, USA and USSR) while writings of the Uprising sitting next to it aggressively show their 

distrust towards them, especially the US (e.g., ‘Americans’ or ‘USA Out’ (#08.ζ, #11.0, #16.0)) and its 

institutions (e.g., ‘CIA Out’ (#02.β, #10.β)).  

 

 
Part of the Athens Polytechnic Graffiti Drawing [Original in 1:100, 450x1950mm] © Konstantinos Avramidis, 2017. 
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 A careful reading of the drawing also reveals relations regarding scale, placement and topic. It 

evinces that the Polytechnic transmits verbal (counter-)information thus transforming it into a large scale 

text. The words are written in various magnitudes and positioned in specific places to be read by 

particular audiences, resembling a newspaper’s layout. Some are bold and work as the headlines and are 

put on the front cover – i.e. the west façade of the complex – whereas others are less important targeting 

a different audience and are placed inside. The surfaces of the Polytechnic ‘broadcast’ the uprising(s) and 

all individuals are invited to contribute to this unedited, uncensored and horizontal communication 

channel and in the process create a multi-authored text. As far as the topics are concerned, they range 

from anti-dictatorial and education-related to class-oriented and merely informative. Some notes or small 

wall writings that one can find in more private and intimate spaces provide practical information and are 

addressed to the students who upraise. The ones opposing the Regime and its protagonists – such as 

‘Down with Junta’ – hold the most prominent, external positions. Boldly written and graphically raw 

slogans that invoke powerful concepts – such as ‘Freedom’ and ‘Laocracy’ – co-exist with words like 

‘Fascism’ and ‘Junta’, thus weaving a textual collage where the past meets the present and ideological 

totalitarianism encounters political idealism. In other words, the site of the drawing becomes a visual map 

of the links connecting expressions of crises across time whilst leaving space to the readers make their 

own combinations. 

 

 
Part of the Athens Polytechnic Graffiti Drawing [Original in 1:100, 450x1950mm] © Konstantinos Avramidis, 2017. 
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REPRESENTATIONS AND CRISES: SITES OF KNOWLEDGE? 

 

Crises must be seen as opportunities for critical reflection. They require alternative approaches that 

destabilise what is usually taken for granted, going against the normal order. Part of graffiti’s power is to 

work against existing orders, stretching the limits of the matrices within which it operates. Graffiti of 

crises, through their marginal position in architectural discourse but highly visual and political nature, are 

capable of exposing, or even transgressing, the proclaimed neutrality of architectural representation, 

liberating its political power.  

The somewhat perverted manner through which the survey drawing technique is used here – in 

that it represents architecture retrospectively and documents graffiti which is something that is not 

normally surveyed (cf. Evans, 2003/1986) – not only compromises the orthodoxy of line drawing but also 

challenges our traditional linear reading of texts whilst foregrounding a spatial way of treating graffiti. By 

using drawing techniques to study the placement of graffiti writings against and within the matrix of their 

architectural surfaces, it is possible to expose a series of misalignments between the two matrices whilst 

revealing graffiti’s capability to stretch the matrix of each surface.  

The drawing discussed in this article is the description of my personal looking, my own way of 

mapping and creating relationships, and as such it is by no means objective or definitive. It is an attempt 

to capture the multi-authored and multi-temporal nature of the Polytechnic’s walls. Graffiti echoes 

multiple voices and its critical exchange with architecture reveals the incongruity of different matrices. By 

following the seriality suggested by these voices on the walls of the Polytechnic, the drawing urges us to 

listen to the voices and speak back to them whilst embracing their multiplicity. The method of atlas-

drawing suggested here is applicable to different scales as well: from the level of the surface and the 

building to the urban context and the city as whole. After all, crises are always first and foremost socio-

urban, and it is as such that they are reflected on the building, interpreted on the drawing, and analyzed in 

the article. 

In this critical historical period, characterised by polarisation, segregation and wall building, the 

Polytechnic surfaces demonstrate that walls can be inhabitable sites acquiring a social life of their own 

(Brighenti & Kärrholm, 2019). In times of social and urban crises things can acquire new meanings, or we 

can change the way we look at things, or change the things that we look at. Architectural representation, 

i.e. the core medium of architectural thinking and practice, can become a fertile ground to pose original 

questions, a site of knowledge: a place where competing agents, heterogeneous matrices and different 

temporalities meet re-signifying one another.  
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