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“This Marble Head in My Hands”
Green Greeks and the Question of the Parthenon

Yanoula Athanassakis

Nobel laureate George Seferis once shared his nightmare wherein the 
Americans win the Acropolis in an auction and replace its Doric col-
umns with tubes of toothpaste.1 In his dream, a bespectacled and clean-
shaven man in a black suit holds an ivory mallet and decides on the 
future of the Parthenon. Seferis’s fears of rampant consumerism and 
cultural dilution are truer in the twenty-first century than he could 
have imagined. Greece is in its seventh consecutive year of an economic 
recession underscored by deep salary and pension cuts. These days, as 
one walks around a country ravaged by financial depression, Seferis’s 
nightmare of losing the Acropolis to the highest bidder on a world stage 
feels more like a moot point than a ghoulish dreamscape.2

The last few winters in Greece have manifested such apocalyptic vi-
sions as those of the Parthenon, its most famous monument, enveloped 
in smoke. Waste has a choke hold on Greece’s crown jewel, the Parthe-
non, which serves as a constant reminder of the disenfranchisement of 
the poor to the benefit of the rich. Reflecting on the winter of 2013, re-
porter James Lewis writes, “People cut down the trees in the city parks 
for firewood. . . . The resulting wood smoke created the worst smog in 
decades, obscuring even the Parthenon.”3 Unable to afford heat, debt-
ridden and disempowered Greeks are choosing cheaper and more toxic 
fuel alternatives.4 Beginning in 2008, wood, coal, and garbage burned 
by desperate Athenians has been filling the air with invisible and air-
borne fine particles and carcinogenic compounds that the Environ-
mental Protection Agency (epa) deems extremely harmful; the small-
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er the particles, the higher the risk of illness.5 Biomass, wood-burning, 
and coal stoves are leading not only to indoor air pollution but also to 
human fatalities. The traditional and economical coal stove, μαγκάλι 
(or magali), is the go-to alternative when heat is not otherwise avail-
able (due to power outages or discontinued service).6 The numerous 
accounts of death by carbon monoxide poisoning, house fires (when 
candles are used for heating), or death by hypothermia are further ex-
amples of the extreme measures taken by the poorest and most dis-
posable bodies. While average Greek citizens are acutely aware of their 
government’s corruption and the ensuing irrational retrenchment mea-
sures, the people who are most afflicted are Greece’s youth and margin-
alized populations (immigrants, women, children, and the elderly).7

In the fall of 2012, Greece’s government tried to meet the demands of 
the 2011 eu-imf (European Union–International Monetary Fund) bail-
out in part by a 450 percent heating-oil tax hike.8 Due to the continued 
economic crisis and the high price of heating oil, air pollution levels 
in Athens far outpace the eu-recommended limits; in 2013 research-
ers from several Greek universities found that Athens’s air rates fifteen 
times above safe levels.9 The layer of brownish smog is beginning to be 

Smog surrounding the Acropolis. Photograph by Dimitris Aspiotis,  
Epoca Libera, January 2013.
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read by Greece’s citizens as communal poisoning that traverses class and 
national boundaries. Rather than incentivizing civilians against pollu-
tion, the government is not only producing it but also taking violently 
punitive measures to silence voices of dissent.10 In this article, I argue 
that Athenians are on the forefront of a national movement against the 
continued mining of Greece’s natural and cultural resources. Greeks are 
particularly weary of the economic depression and of its accompanying 
austerity plans becoming a justification for the machinations of global-
ized neoliberalism.

Greek Protest and the Koukouloforoi

Ulrich Beck suggests that to maintain power in a global-risk society, a 
nation-state must “feign control over the uncontrollable.”11 Risk, accord-
ing to Beck, is now disseminated through planetary threats like nuclear 
war and global warming.12 Indeed, the government’s feigning of control 
over the ineluctable—vis-à-vis fiscal austerity—has worked Greeks up 
into a frenzy; this is especially the case because the brunt of the suffer-
ing impacts the greatest number of the population, and the least em-
powered. As Dimitris Dalakoglou observes, in the years spanning 1995–
2007, “Greece experienced one of the European Union’s (eu) highest 
rates of economic growth” but concomitantly also witnessed a highly 
uneven distribution of wealth “linked to that growth.”13 Neoliberalism 
gains traction by self-identifying as the singular solution to threats of 
violence and destabilization—the rational antidote to an irrational peo-
ple. It becomes, in fact, the containment and eradication of risk. The 
vapid consumerism that ran rampant in Greece and crescendoed in the 
first decade of the twenty-first century came to a screeching halt with 
economic collapse.

In 2011 I was in Greece for the majority of the demonstrations against 
eu sanctions. I had worked for the University of California, Santa Bar-
bara, for close to a decade on the Travel Study to Greece program, but 
only in June 2011 did I feel the absurdity of our Risk Management de-
partment’s attempts to quantify risk. The safety of our students was my 
primary concern; but in order to ensure that safety, I had to explain 
to the students why they couldn’t join the austerity strikes and, signifi-
cantly, how their American bodies would be understood in Syntagma 
Square, where the demonstrations raged.
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A few students wanted to film the demonstrations. But the students 
unknowingly held an uncanny resemblance to the κουκουλοφόροι, or 
koukouloforoi, slang for the “hooded” or “masked ones,” for whom dark 
jeans, black T-shirts, and a black or red cloth wrapped around one’s 
neck are standard uniform (the red, a nod to the kke [Κομμουνιστικό 
Κόμμα Ελλάδας, or Kommounistikó Kómma Elládas, the Communist 
Party of Greece] or an acknowledgement of previous bloodshed in the 
1970s between Greek citizens and the anticommunist military dictator-
ship known as the junta that reigned from 1967–1974).14 My students felt 
camaraderie with the demonstrators. They understood the demonstra-
tions as an extension of Occupy Wall Street. This was Zuccotti Park writ 
large underneath the Parthenon. But this was also a misinformed gloss 
of events and a misreading of reality shaped by Western media.

In my official capacity as a University of California instructor and 
administrator in Greece, I had difficulty cleanly pulling apart the ten-
drils of the issues I faced. One of the first things the koukouloforoi did 
was bomb jp Morgan Chase’s foyer in Kolonaki, arguably the ritziest 
neighborhood in Athens. To my students, this echoed the solidari-
ty they felt against the wealthiest 1 percent in the United States. They 
conflated women’s rights, civil rights, and the Occupy Movement; 
but they did not speak Greek. They gleaned information from their  
iPhones and from US-based media outlets. Writing on the politics of 
violence in Athens, Dalakoglou astutely points out that the financial 
crisis has pushed such a large percentage of Athens’s population into 
various states of vulnerability that it has become a “generalized state of 
exception.”15 Headline-making statements that echo the following from 
the Guardian’s Kat Christofer conveniently place the onus of violence 
on unstable Athenians: “In short, the Greek state is incapable of con-
trolling rioters with the same corrupt policies and lax enforcement that 
created them.”16 History has demonstrated that in times of emergency 
and exception, rash domestic measures are taken and justified to both 
foreign and domestic people as absolutely necessary with anarchy as the 
only alternative.17

Along loose lines, the narrative my students put together based on 
scenes they’d witnessed was correct: yes, Greeks were also fed up with 
class disparity; yes, Greeks felt cheated by their government; yes, Greeks 
wanted social justice. But they were blind to the conspiracy theories 
coming from Greek news sources: that the cia had planted the koukou-
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loforoi squarely in front of international media outlets like cnn and the 
bbc; that the United States was to blame for the austerity measures and 
for the financial meltdown; that Greek police had hired goons to pose 
as koukouloforoi (or were themselves dressing as koukouloforoi).18

A Greek colleague of mine who witnessed the 1973 student uprisings 
in Athens was stumped. We disagreed as to whether the students should 
be allowed to join the current demonstrations. Was the University of 
California system a fascist organization reaching its long, state-funded 
arm through Risk Management to crush popular protest? Were we fur-
thering that agenda? She thought so. I disagreed. My own father’s forced 
exile from Greece during the military junta spanning 1967–1974 figured 
prominently in this exchange. His exile ceased because of the blood-
shed of 1973 when the law students of the Athens Polytechnic Institute 
protested and a tank crashed the gates. The ruling military dictator-
ship ended on November 17, 1973, and that date is of great importance 
in Greece today. Hiding behind Cold War anxieties, the United States 
backed the Greek military junta, and Greeks continue to be suspicious 
of US meddling in domestic affairs.19 According to multiple sources, 
the junta financed Richard Nixon’s 1968 presidential campaign; and in 
return for campaign funding, the junta looked the other way as com-
panies like Esso-Pappas developed multimillion-dollar businesses in 
Greece.20 Former president Clinton’s November 1999 acknowledgment 
of US ties to the junta was a welcome admission, if not an apology.21 
Something that Clinton did not outright address was the understand-
ing that Greece has long been a strategic geopolitical springboard for 
the United States to Africa, Cyprus, the Balkans, and the Middle East. 
For the United States, it is of the utmost importance to keep Greece sta-
ble and to quell protests that head in the direction of overthrowing the 
current government or of questioning a historiography of US imperial 
designs in Greece.

Ecoinsurgents and Anarchists

It is widely believed that the Greek government incites violence in or-
der to justify police brutality and to fan the flames of anti-immigration 
rhetoric. Various police initiatives have aimed to create frenzies with-
in demonstrations both to control the narrative and as a way to police 
bodies.22 Crucial to this argument is that special riot-police units with 
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names like mat and delta have used similar tactics to discipline mass 
rioting against austerity measures and to battle environmental groups 
protesting the loss of green space in Athens and, most visibly, the land-
fill in Keratea.23 Operations by newly formed sections of the police like 
Operation Virtue (targeting Exarcheia in the 1980s), Operation Sweep-
er (a 1990s effort to “sweep” migrants from the center of Athens), Oper-
ation Xenios Zeus (a 2012 operation with the same aim) were all formed 
not only to control chaos but also, in part, to create it through brutality, 
random searches, violence, and both verbal and physical abuse.

In places like Lefkimi (on the island of Corfu) and Keratea (thirty 
kilometers southeast of Athens), what was viewed as guerilla warfare by 
foreign media is actually evidence that Greece’s economic crisis crescen-
doed along with an awakening to its energy crisis and wayward envi-
ronmental policies. A 2012 European Commission (ec) report deemed 
Greece to have the least efficient waste management policies. The ec’s 
environment commissioner Janez Potočnik stated that “many Member 
States are still landfilling huge amounts of municipal waste—the worst 
waste management option—despite better alternatives. . . . Valuable re-
sources are being buried, potential economic benefits are being lost . . . 
and human health and the environment suffer.”24 In the graph accom-
panying the ec report, Greece earned an overall score of 3 (compared to 
Austria’s high score of 39) and ranked lowest of twenty-seven countries. 
The graph, a screening of waste management performance of eu mem-
ber states, rates countries according to a range of metrics (amount of 
municipal waste disposed, amount recycled, compliance with ec direc-
tives, etc).25 As Nikolaj Nielsen points out, “The worst overall offender 
is Greece, with deficits noted in all areas of waste management. Only 
one of its total seventy-one landfills for non-hazardous waste complies 
with the eu landfill directive.”26 Athens accounts for almost 50 percent 
of Greece’s population, and it creates a sizable amount of garbage that 
far exceeds its size. In general, waste disposal in Greece is a recurring 
problem with no solution in sight.

By 2010 multiple clashes had already taken place between local resi-
dents and politicians throughout Greece over the issue of refuse dump-
ing. For example, in Lefkimi, violent confrontations between riot po-
lice and protesters led to the death of a protester.27 Among the main 
objections of Lefkimi’s residents was that the proposed landfill was not 
being designed according to the ec’s regulations, that it did not include 
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a recycling plant, and that it would be used for medical waste but was 
not equipped to safely handle it. Situated close to both a local stream 
and the town, the landfill posed a number of threats to the ecosystem 
and was flagged by Greenpeace as a grave danger to the inhabitants of 
Lefkimi specifically and Corfu in general.

Following the 2008 upheaval in Lefkimi and multiple incidents be-
tween police and protesters in the interim, in December 2010 anarchy 
ruled in Keratea, a usually quiet town with a population of ten thou-
sand. The optics of such clashes are startling: Orthodox priests in their 
black robes under attack by tear gas, the elderly and children alike 
throwing fire bombs at police, construction vehicles set on fire in the 
dead of night, and blockades of all varieties created to stop the con-
struction of landfills.28 On the opposing side are reports of random 
searches by police (both of persons and their homes) and plainclothes 
officers threatening protesters and residents. In pictures and video from 
the resistance in Keratea, one sees Molotov cocktails being lobbed at po-
lice as police are using tear gas on residents. What was striking in both 
Keratea and Lefkimi was the participation of older residents alongside 
anarchists. Over the course of multiple months, Greeks from Εξάρχεια 
(or Exarcheia)—the Athenian neighborhood infamous for its anar-
chists and left-wing radicals—arrived to help the resistance movement 
in Keratea. It was estimated that some three hundred anarchists were 
bused in to help train locals on civil disobedience. When asked how 
residents learned to make firebombs, one man responded, “We were 
taught.”29 The civil disobedience in Keratea took place three months af-
ter Greece’s first bailout, and it took on the heavy mantle of symbolism 
of continued clashes between the state and its people.30 The following 
pictures were taken in Athens’s most active days of rioting and feature 
both traditional police forces and mat (riot police) units.

As a symptom of a much wider network of issues, politicians and 
activists used the insurgency in Keratea as a blueprint for future acts of 
protest against harsh austerity measures and environmental injustices. 
The use of water cannons against protestors appeared for the first time in 
the long and drawn-out war between police and demonstrators in Kera-
tea. During the height of Greek protests against austerity measures, water 
cannons became a regular fixture in Parliament Square. Keratea and cit-
ies like it are being asked to shoulder the toxic offshoot of the wealthiest 
1 percent; and when their residents fight back, they are deemed unruly 
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mat unit members in Parliament Square knocking the camera away when they 
realize they are being photographed. Photograph by Yanoula Athanassakis, 
June 2011.

Police officers in Parliament Square awaiting an oncoming crowd of 
antiausterity demonstrators. Photograph by Yanoula Athanassakis, June 2011.
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and are portrayed as a symptom of Greece’s inability to control its peo-
ple and, thus, also as the cause of Greece’s economic breakdown.31 The 
graffiti below, from October 2015 in Athens, reads, “solidarity with 
the struggle of keratea / send the trash to ekali.” Ekali—among 
the wealthiest, sprawling suburbs of Athens—is invoked as symbolic of 
the 1 percent’s conspicuous consumption and waste. The black star is a 
direct reference to one of Greece’s most active anarchist groups, named 
“Black Star”; it is known for its anticolonialist, anti-imperialist, and anti-
government actions (its activities peaked during the years of 1999–2002).

The feedback loop of mining Greece’s resources for foreign gain, con-
tributing to unprecedented levels of pollution in Athens, and then brutal-
ly denying voices of discontent or requests for retribution (e.g., the Par-
thenon marbles) is the very cycle that green Greeks are trying to break.

The vastly different motivations for Greek unrest from 2008 onward 
complicate a monolithic understanding of national discontent. Global 
media has conflated a wide range of protests (against, for example, fas-
cism, austerity measures, racism, immigration laws, gendered violence) 
into “antiausterity protests,” but it has failed to recognize that Western 
economic discourse has absorbed the multiplicity of unrest into the 

Police bus parked in Parliament Square housing both mat and regular officers. 
Photograph by Yanoula Athanassakis, June 2011.
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discourse of civilizing “unruly” and “savage” Greeks. Addressing var-
ious moments of Greek protest against racial and gendered violence, 
Athena Athanasiou points to the common vulnerability that bodies in 
protest share and to how that vulnerability has been mobilized to point 
to race, class, and gender disparities that in turn usurp the notion of a 
unified front of Greek uncivil disobedience.32 The pluralities of protest 
that Athanasiou outlines are crucial to understanding the connection 
among austerity measures, a Western gaze on an exoticized Greece, and 
twinned movements of environmental depletion and pollution.

Green Greeks and diy

On November 17, 2012, marking the thirty-ninth anniversary of the 
original Polytechnic Student Uprising, Greeks made their annual com-
memorative march.33 Participants in the annual march travel from the 
Polytechnic Institute of Athens to the US Embassy; in 1973, to underline 
their dissatisfaction with the United States’ tactical support of the mil-

Graffiti in Athens. Translated, this reads, “solidarity with the struggle of keratea / 
send the trash to ekali.” Photograph by Yanoula Athanassakis, October 2015.
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itary dictatorship (the junta), protesters burned the American flag in 
front of the embassy. In 2012 the burning of the US flag was punctuated 
by the burning of the European Union flag on the same day in Thessa-
loniki.34 Within this configuration of events, Greece sits at the epicenter 
and is once again looked to as the harbinger and “cradle of Western civ-
ilization.” Only, this time, if Greece is indeed still considered a beacon 
of civilization, it is pointing away from neoliberal capitalism and unbri-
dled, toxic industrialization; instead, green and radical Greeks are ask-
ing us to reconsider the values we have used its own history to develop. 
To this end, they are pointing out the fact that Greece’s history has been 
reshaped to fit Western ideas of freedom and individuality for all, which 
never existed in the original architecture of Greek democracy.

Last year, I received a text message from my brother of a single, grainy 
image. I squinted at my phone to see what he had sent me; on first blush, 
it looked like ingredients for a homemade bomb. I saw powder, liquid, 
and a plastic container on a checkered tile floor. My brother lives in Ath-
ens, a hotbed of political activity; and he and I used to share a flat above 
the central square of Exarcheia. His hair had grown long. Like all Greeks, 
he was weary of the government, and he had recently lost one of his two 
jobs after not getting paid for six months. Like many Greeks, he’d nego-
tiated his rent down, and he now engages in barter systems on a weekly 
basis to live off the grid of high taxes and foreign products. The text 
message he’d sent was, in fact, a picture of ingredients for homemade diy 
laundry soap. What was the significance of the picture from my brother? 
Certainly, it demonstrates that Athenians have become more mindful of 
supporting local economies and domestic interests.

There is a connection between these seemingly disparate movements 
(i.e., diy production and protests against harsh economic sanctions) that 
is not being made—at least not in the international media. The picture I 
received from my brother offers a different narrative: one of unnatural, 
socially constructed disaster and of possible recourse. Green Greeks are 
coming together to barter and trade from the countryside to the city and 
back.35 It was the people from the farm share my brother participates in 
that gave him the diy laundry detergent directions, because the alterna-
tive detergent sits outside a system that pumps chemicals into Greece 
and funnels money out of it, à la Pappas-Nixon. More than a pasto-
ral fantasy or empty threat to “return to the village” in order to survive 
the economic crisis (a frequent, escapist proposal in Greece these days), 
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green Greeks are reading as static on the bandwidth of an internation-
al signal that is trying to drown out such noise. Noise that in the end 
disrupts a seamless story of an uncooperative, temperamental, and un-
productive people who leach off the state system. This movement, dis-
parate as it might be, differs from such counterculture, gentrified hipster 
movements within the United States, because while the final aesthetic 
might be similar, US artisanal movements in large part depend on the 
widening inequalities produced through global neoliberalism.36 In stark 
contrast to these gentrified purchasing practices, green Greeks politi-
cize purchasing and barter in order to, as Andreas Chatzidakis states, 
“contribute to economies of solidarity and de-commodification . . . and 
assist in riots.”37 Purchasing products off the grid, engaging in trade, and 
refuting unreasonable taxation are all anticapitalist activities of protest. 
Ecofriendly purchasing practices are creating new discourses of ethical 
consumption that are also radically political.38

In December 2013, while staying with my brother, I picked up his farm 
share for him and talked to the people from the farming cooperative. I 
heard the schizophrenic and eerily nationalistic voice of a return to nature 
and a return to Greece’s “roots.” The pastoral fantasy of country life solv-
ing all the issues of modernity is seductive and dangerous. Every nation 
should be weary of looking back to a fantasy of “purer times.” Greece’s 
far-right, neo-Nazi Golden Dawn Party has a foothold in such rhetoric 
and uses the failings of economic reform as a platform for fear monger-
ing.39 The far-right, Nazi, opportunist party spouts hate speech but cloaks 
it as a part of a nationalist vision for Greece. They fuse narratives of an-
tisemitism, racism, and nationalism with antiausterity protests, and they 
mutate discourses of civil unrest into those of xenophobia. What’s par-
ticularly tricky about their approach is that they are capitalizing on the 
anti-German sentiments of Greeks to promote their own Nazi-inspired 
form of fascism. They are at once glorifying both a Greek past that never 
existed (monolithic and peaceful) and a history that Germany hopes to 
forget (Nazism); in so doing, they recruit members by constructing false 
parallels between economic disaster and heterogeneity.

In a way, my initial understanding of my brother’s picture as a home-
made bomb wasn’t off base. Seemingly less disruptive and rarely lead-
ing to arrest, homemade laundry detergent becomes a gesture in the 
direction of a self-sustaining Greece while sending a powerful message 
that Greeks are intent on dismantling a system that no longer serves 
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them—one that has become a toxic soup of injurious harm. While it 
is true that a country’s resilience is tested and displayed in times of 
economic crisis, so too is its national ethos. Sociologist Andrew Szasz 
suggests that, particularly in the United States, people are privileging 
personal over communal risk and consuming products in a manner 
that ignores the fact that events such as global warming or toxic dump-
ing are inherently communal.40 The laundry detergent that my brother 
makes represents larger pockets of urban Athenian movements that 
are working to eradicate the invisible threats that have materialized as 
brown smog around the Parthenon and that symbolize larger socioeco-
nomic hazards to the ecosystem.

Here you have the ultimate puncture to the balloon of an authority 
that has systematically undermined a country rich in natural and cul-
tural resources that have been mined by so many foreign and domestic 
powers that Greece’s less privileged citizens are now awakening to the 
notion that reclamation requires disruption. This collaborative spirit 
flies in the face of divisive, state-sanctioned violence and fiscal terror-
ism; and it is a voice that must be heard, because it is becoming thun-
derous and indicative of a new reality.

A January 2013 news publication screamed out, “Nightmare of Ener-
gy Poverty: Only 1 in 10 Civilians Can Easily Pay Their Heating Bills.”41 
Andrew Simms of the New Economics Foundation, Britain’s think tank 
on environmental justice and economic sustainability, writes that disas-
ter reveals Greece’s strength:

Ironically it is in the gaps of a broken system that the shoots of 
a different, new economy get a chance to grow. This is the pro-
gressive opposite to Naomi Klein’s chilling account of neo-liberal 
economics’ exploitation of disasters. . . . But while disaster reveals 
a society’s economic and social weaknesses, it also reveals where 
true resilience and real value can be found—in the ability of peo-
ple to cooperate at the local level to meet a community’s needs.42

One recent example is a public soup kitchen that is translated into 
English as “Social Kitchen,” because the founder insists that communal 
meals are meant for all levels of society, not just those that can afford 
it.43 Cooperation at the local level is increasing, as is a consciousness 
over food production and consumption. This is also evidenced in the 
national effort to support the local green markets and stores. Simms 
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rightly identifies an undercurrent in contemporary Greek culture: a re-
turn to nature initially motivated by a retreat from crisis. A return to a 
more idyllic past, inspired by such visions as the obscured Parthenon.

The Marble Head of Athens

In Seferis’s journal entry about the Parthenon, he recalls feeling stunned 
at the plasticity and nakedness of the new toothpaste pillars of the Par-
thenon, unsure of whether this is a dream or a nightmare. Seferis ad-
mits that he is not qualified “to analyze this here dream” but that he 
can comment on his own experiences with dreams versus nightmares. 
For Seferis, a nightmare feels just like a dream, except the nightmarish 
part of it hovers in its depths and breaks out at the end, making it a 
nightmare. In effect, he describes Freud’s uncanny, wherein the famil-
iar becomes unfamiliar and creates the worst terror of all. The lyrical 
notion furthered by Seferis, that there’s a porous boundary between 
dream world and reality—between where “real” things begin and where 

A sign announcing free food for the destitute. Its literal translation reads, 
“Social Kitchen / The Other Human.” Photograph by O Allos Anthropos.
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we end—echoes current research that our bodies and our surroundings 
cannot be easily disambiguated. One of his most famous poems reads,

I woke with this marble head in my hands;
it exhausts my elbow and I don’t know where to put it down.
It was falling into the dream as I was coming out of the dream
so our life became one and it will be very difficult for it to separate 

again.44

The above excerpt, from his 1935 collection, Mythistorima, illustrates 
how the idealized glory of Greece’s past weighs heavily on its citizens 
today more as a threat than a promise of restoration. Yet “to separate” 
the relatively young state’s identity from its ancient roots, and the dream 
of its past from the reality of its present, is, as Seferis wrote, “very dif-
ficult.” The speaker in the poem grapples with the dissonance between 
fact and fiction, myth and truth—but as we all know, there is truth in 
myth and fiction in fact. Is Seferis’s nightmare that far off? Is either of 
his nightmares that far off? A disembodied marble head indicates that 
somewhere there’s an acephalous body waiting to be reunited with its 
governing limb. Eerily, even early on Seferis understood the intercon-
nectedness of unbridled capitalism as a danger to national identity, 
and he recognized Greece’s antiquities as something extraordinary in 
their power to move people. Seferis’s writing foreshadows the way that 
the aggregate of human and environmental violations traverses both 
human-constructed and natural frontiers.

Predictably, off-the-cuff statements by senior officials in Ange-
la Merkel’s administration that suggest Greece should sell its islands 
and perhaps also the Acropolis to settle its debt outraged Greeks and 
their supporters.45 As Kathimerini reporter Nikos Konstandaras argues, 
Greece’s monuments matter because Greece stands for the history of 
Western civilization and democracy; and in our “frail” and dislocated 
present, symbols such as the Parthenon “are our guide and our shield.”46 
It’s been historically proven that in times of despair, people reach for 
objects and myths from the past. Given the actions of the Internation-
al Monetary Fund, the troika, and Greece’s own government, and giv-
en the way in which selling the Acropolis has become a running joke, 
the Acropolis might no longer be a symbol of democracy but one of 
debtocracy, or as Maurizio Lazzarato terms it, “a governing by debt.”47 
Lazzarato suggests that in Greece, democracy has been subjugated by 
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the state in the name of austerity measures under the guise of obedi-
ence to fiscal absolutes.48

The Monument Woman

In October 2014 Athens was once more spotlighted on the world stage 
not for riots and austerity measures but for the star wattage of Amal 
Alamuddin-Clooney’s official visit to help Greece recover the Parthe-
non Marbles, also known as the Elgin Marbles. Among the many head-
lines that eclipsed her professional duties were questions of what she 
ate, her makeup, and her footwear.

Given the sustained economic downturn, it makes sense that Greek 
media outlets would want to focus on lighter fare. In the flurry over 
Alamuddin-Clooney’s visit and the continued deployment of the mar-
bles as symbols of Greece’s past grandeur—and its plummeting at the 
hands of foreign occupation—the international public’s gaze is repeat-
edly distracted from what should be the more pressing concern: the 
dirtied air around the absent marbles that directly references a gene-
alogy of colonial violence and exploitation. The Parthenon Marbles tell 
a much longer history of environmental degradation and corporate 
greed—a history that yokes “natural” and “unnatural” phenomena.

The question of the Parthenon is a complex one: the pollution that 
plagues it also fans the flames of arguments against the return of its 
spoils. Many Greeks want to downplay the state of disrepair in which 
one finds the Acropolis, because it supports claims like recent ones in 
the Telegraph by Jeremy Paxman, suggesting that had Lord Elgin “not 
plundered his works of arts, they could have ended up in the footings 
of some kebab stand.”49 You know what? Maybe Paxman is right. But if 
he is right, it is because Greece has been systematically drained of the 
proper resources and infrastructure to take care of its most treasured 
monuments. Originally removed in 1801 while Greece was under Ot-
toman rule, the marbles symbolize imbricated injustices. The return of 
the marbles would be a diplomatic and political gesture of good faith, 
something that Greece badly needs.

Today, Greece suffers from a youth unemployment rate of over 50 
percent, economic poverty, and energy poverty.50 Focusing on the 2008 
December urban uprisings, Chryssanthi Petropoulou points out that 
Greece’s youth has not only been pillaged of its past but is also facing 
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a future that has “already been looted.”51 Such a dire yet accurate fore-
cast reminds us of the severity of the suffering of Greece’s people. While 
a return of the Parthenon Marbles, or the “marble head” of Athens, 
would serve as an inspiration, it also recalls the thin line between fanta-
sy and reality, dream and nightmare that Seferis explores in his journal 
entries. Seferis wrote that a nightmare feels just like a dream, except the 
terrifying part of it is suppressed until the end. While it is in the next 
generation of Greeks (green and otherwise) that much of the hope and 
fluid energy of Greece lies and while the marbles would be a step in the 
right direction of justice, it remains to be seen whether circumstances 
in Greece will improve or further degenerate. The “marble head” needs 
a firm body on which to rest, a body that is not the puppet of corrupt 
politicians and money-driven elites. The uncanny potentiality of having 
the marbles returned at one of the lowest moments in Greece’s history 
underlines that Greece is hovering on the threshold of a nightmare or is 
in fact already in it.
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