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Over a million performers and spectators will
flock to a western Japanese city this week-
end for one of the country's largest dance

festivals, after organizers stepped up efforts to
accommodate foreign visitors. The annual "Awa
Odori", which originates from a Japanese Buddhist
custom of honoring the spirits of ancestors, sees
the otherwise sleepy city of Tokushima turn into a
stage for four days.

Groups of dancers and musicians, known as
"ren", parade through the streets to the sound of
traditional music instruments such as lutes,
drums,  f lutes and bel ls.  Spor ting Japanese

kimono costumes with hair bands or straw hats,
they chant in chorus and dance in synchronized
choreography.  The number of par ticipants,
including performers, is expected to hit the same
number as last year, when 1.2 million took part in
the centuries-old carnival.

"You need practice when you do other Japanese
traditional performing arts, but anyone can enjoy
Awa Odori... only by raising hands and taking steps
to the rhythm," said 32-year-old dancer Masayuki
Tatekawa. Kenji Kitamura, an organizer, added:
"This is a dance festival welcoming everybody as
they can watch, sing, dance.

"This year we are especially putting the empha-
sis on foreign visitors as the number of tourists
from other countries to Japan is increasing." He
added that this year there would be English signs
and temporary western-style toilets. The country
has launched a "Visit Japan" campaign ahead of
the 2020 Tokyo Olympics and the government said
last month that travelers to Japan from other coun-
tries had jumped 17.4 percent to a record 13.8 mil-
lion for the first half of 2017. — AFP

Performers dance in the street during the Awa Odori festival in Tokushima. — AFP photos

Participants of a load team perform during the Awa Odori festival.

Performers of a folding fan team dance during the Awa Odori festival.

Performers prepare to dedicate their dance to a temple before the Awa Odori festival.

One million dancers gather 
at Japan's 'Awa' festival

Although in the shadow of its ancient
hilltop Parthenon, Athens is also
home to elegant architectural gems

from the 19th and 20th centuries which
marked its emergence as modern Greece's
capital. But their numbers are dwindling
fast after Greece's long and devastating
economic crisis left many with little option
but to tear them down rather than pay for
their restoration. "Due to the crisis, it's
expensive and difficult to repair these
buildings, there is no financial help from
the Greek state," says Maria Daniil, an archi-
tect, who specializes in buildings of the late
19th-early 20th century.

"People prefer to abandon or to demolish
them," she adds.  In the 1980s, Daniil had
access to state funding that helped her
restore her 1936 family home in Koukaki, a
neighborhood in the foothills of the
Acropolis. Occupying 300 square meters, it is
an eclectic take on the neoclassical style with
stone walls and concrete floors. Like many
houses of that period, it has high ceilings,
enclosed balconies and mural paintings
above the stairs that dominate the entrance.

Little more than a provincial town when
Greece achieved independence from the
Ottoman Empire in 1830, Athens was essen-
tially rebuilt by Bavarian planners during
the rule of Otto of Wittelsbach, the coun-
try's first modern king. But just a small frac-
tion of the buildings remain from that peri-
od when Athens was a young emerging
capital with a mere 150,000 inhabitants.

Abandoned, ruined, demolished
They number around 10,600, according

to Monumenta, an association that has

compiled a database aimed at "raising
awareness for the survival of the modern
architectural heritage among authorities as
well as owners." "Most of these are aban-
doned, ruined, demolished. More than 80
percent of such buildings no longer exist,"
laments Irini Gratsia, an archaeologist and
co-founder of Monumenta.    Many were
torn down in the 1960s and 1970s, a period
of chaotic expansion in the Greek capital,
and replaced by concrete blocks of flats. 

The new buildings, five floors high or
taller, were meant to address the needs of
urbanization that transformed the capital
as it gradually attracted nearly half the

country's population from rural, impover-
ished areas. It also helped relaunch the
Greek economy that was in tatters after
World War II. This urban phenomenon erad-
icated most of the elegant neoclassical
facades that had been a feature of Athens'
streets until then.

Protection law 
In 1983, authorities decided to act. A

law enacted that year under the tutelage of
iconic Greek actress and culture minister at
the time Melina Mercouri stipulated that
the owners of neoclassical buildings were
obliged to take responsibility for their
restoration. For a time, the new regulations
managed to slow the onslaught of bulldoz-
ers. But in the wake of Greece's 2010 eco-
nomic crunch-marked by state spending
cuts, tax hikes and a bank loan freeze-own-
ers have once more been forced to aban-
don the buildings to their fate.

Two years ago, despite the efforts of
Monumenta, a neoclassical house built in

1875 in a western district of Athens was
demolished. It was one of the last remain-
ing buildings to have survived the capital's
first urban boom, which eventually took it
to half a million inhabitants during the first
half of the 20th century. The next wave of
architectural innovation came in the 1930s
when the Bauhaus movement charmed
Athenians with its more practical character. 

The cube-like houses lacked neoclassi-
cal ornamentation but incorporated mod-
ern comforts sought by the emerging
Greek middle class, such as central heating
and lifts. One of Athens' most emblematic
modern buildings, the US embassy, was
likewise conceived in the 1950s by German
architect Walter Gropius, one of the
founders of the Bauhaus school. 

Historical layers
Athens' modernist architecture has a

key role to play alongside its more famous
ancient ruins, notes Gratsia. She singles out
Greek architecture emulating the work of
Le Corbusier, the Swiss-French pioneer of
the modern movement, whose concrete-
dominated style can be seen today in many
public buildings such as schools. "These
buildings were masterpieces of that era
and those that remain should be pre-
served," says Gratsia.

And the city only stands to gain from
their conservation, argues Monumenta.
"Athens could showcase what remains of
these little architectural gems and become
a touristic attraction of all these different
styles", it said. Maria Daniil agrees. "The
conservation of old buildings makes it pos-
sible to show the historical continuity of
Athens, from antiquity to today," she said. 

Daunting maintenance 
But the high maintenance costs

remain daunting. Dimitris Ioakim, a ten-
ant in a 1935 Bauhaus style building for
the last 40 years, complains of "heavy
repair bills" and the reluctance of the
owner to pay them.  "Most of the owners
of these houses sold them in the 1990s in
order to move to the suburbs, or rented
them out to migrants", he adds. 

Nevertheless, the booming industry
of short-term Airbnb-style rentals has
more recently encouraged their sale to
foreign investors, who refurbish them to
attract tourists. "Airbnb is a solution but
there is a need for long-term solutions,
too," says Daniil. — AFP

Avoiding a Greek tragedy for 
Athens' modernist architecture

A woman walks past an abandoned neoclassical building along Athens’
main street. — AFP photos

People walk past a neoclassical building which was a former hotel in
Athens’ central Omonia Square.

An abandoned building stands in the premises of Athens Art School.

A man stands close to the abandoned neoclassical former Hatzikostas
Orphanage.

Preserved houses
are pictures by the
ancient agora in
Athens.


