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City Lights: A Detail of Greek 
Interwar Modernism
Artemis Yagou

Introduction
This paper deals with a minor expression of the Greek modernist 
heritage, namely a morphological family of lighting fixtures which 
appears systematically in urban buildings of the 1930s. Through the 
study of these objects, the author has traced certain aspects of the 
modernization of the Greek urban space, and identified ways in 
which such aspects have been expressed in small-scale design.

In this study, it is assumed that design is a fundamental way 
of receiving and absorbing modernity.1 Design represents the silent 
quality of industrially produced objects, and has a vital but not much 
acknowledged role in daily life.2 Especially with scientific and tech-
nological innovations, industrial design is the conduit through which 
such innovations pass into everyday life.3 The absence or degrada-
tion of this link robs modern life of much technological or scientific 
progress. The objects examined in this essay represent a material 
expression of views about electrification, a phenomenon which 
entered the everyday lives of most Greek cities during the interwar 
years (1922–1940). The use and character of design in this specific 
product area provide valuable insights into the local reception of 
technological innovations, and of modernity in general. Although 
the aesthetic quality of these objects is not underestimated, they are 
treated primarily as evidence of a historical process.4

This research belongs to a broader project about the emer-
gence of design activities in interwar Greece.5 The interwar period in 
Greece (“Mesopolemos”) practically started with the so-called Minor 
Asian catastrophe of 1922 (following the Greek-Turkish War), and 
ended with the beginning of the Second World War. The displace-
ment from Minor Asia and settlement in Greece of one and a half 
million people caused major social problems, which were reflected 
in intense political instability. Yet at the same time, the local econ-
omy was invigorated by the often skilled and relatively cheap labor 
provided by the refugees. Population mobility led to a significant 
increase in housing needs which, in turn, contributed to a prosperous 
construction sector and to the development of urbanism. Between 
1924 and 1930, the country witnessed its highest level of industrial-
ization up until that time.6 During that period, capitalist methods of 
production became consolidated in Greece, and industrialization was 
acquired in a sui generis form that reflected the historical, social, and 
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economic particularities of the country, and may be described as a 
cross-fertilization of capitalist and precapitalist modes.7 Furthermore, 
as a result of the major political, social, and economic upheavals, the 
Greek interwar period was marked by a sense of its transient and 
contradictory character.8 The morphological concerns of contempo-
raries echo the social instability following the extensive population 
mobility and the rapid rise of urbanism. Perhaps a major feature of 
such concerns was the search for an identity and the concomitant 
need for differentiation, which left a clear imprint on the urban 
space.9

Modernization and the Home
During the interwar period, extensive housing construction was 
one of the most visible effects of the refugee influx and increased 
internal immigration from the countryside to the cities, especially 
to the capital city of Athens.10 Cities symbolized culture, modernity, 
and the improvement of individual and collective life. Modernity in 
architecture became identified with the issue of social moderniza-
tion,11 the latter being defined as a controlled transition to a new 
reality. Urbanity coded the new form of social organization and its 
natural space.12 In the thirties, newly-built, modern homes became 
the material embodiments of this ideology: “To become modern, we 
must appear modern. We become more modern when the exteriors 
of our buildings appear more modern.”13 The first blocks of flats 
were expressing “Europeanization” in daily life, as well as a connec-
tion to the European currents of thought about a new democratic 
society.14 The city also was connected to increased opportunities for 
social progress and for upward mobility on the social scale.15 It has 
been observed that “innovative architecture, decorative or hard-core 
modernism, expresses upward social mobility, the progress and pros-
perity of the middle class. [...] Modernism is distinct from decorative 
architecture not in terms of wealth, but it expresses the aggressive 
innovative drive of a middle social group trying to assert its identity. 
A segment of the lower socio-economic classes introduced modern 
elements into ‘mass’ architecture as a symbol of the middle class 
vision of a better life.”16 Thus, we identify a dimension of populariza-
tion of the modern,17 as elements of the modernist, formal vocabulary 
combine the taste of the private client with that of the art of the 
engineer or craftsman.18

 Technological developments incorporated into urban hous-
ing in the preceding period also contributed to elevating the social 
significance of the home: “As the issue of water supply and produc-
tion of abundant electrical energy had been solved for Athens, 
the residence of the period was offering to its inhabitants, for the 
first time, all the comforts of modern civilization.”19 Nevertheless, 
morphological adaptations related to imported technologies were 
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accompanied by an inability to participate substantially in these 
technical achievements, and perhaps constituted an indirect beauti-
fication of this inability.20

Electrification constituted the most radical change in the 
technological infrastructure in the interwar years. During this 
period, electrification was widely dispersed throughout the Greek 
urban space. Between 1922 and 1940, numerous small, local electric 
power plants were established, and the use of electricity gradually 
expanded in all areas of financial and private life.21 Between 1935 
and 1939, electricity consumption for illumination for private clients 
doubled.22 The use of electricity constituted an important innovation23 
and, in fact, electricity became identified with modernism.24 Electric 
lighting emphasized space, and endowed it with a new, symbolic 
value. At the same time, it expressed a social differentiation, real or 
imagined.25 A newspaper article of that period described an Athens 
pastry shop as “electrically lit and aristocratic.”26 The implications 
of such a description became more important in the private use of 
electricity. Those who could afford electricity at home were perceived 
as being high on the social ladder. The domestic use of electricity 
constituted an indicator of upward social mobility, or implied such 
an intention.27 The use of electricity for illuminating the entrance 
of a house was a symbolic declaration by the house owners.28 The 
house entrance was the borderline between private and public, as 
well as a showcase of the social standing and respectability of the 
residents. For these reasons, great attention was paid to the home 
entrance and its decoration.29 The Athenian interwar house or block 
of flats revealed significant concern for this important transitional 
space, attached special attention to detail, and featured examples of 
high-quality design.30 The technology of electrification, in particular, 
became the object of exceptional design treatment.

Lighting Fixtures of 1930s Residences
This is where the lighting fixtures examined come into the picture. 
They appeared in houses and apartment buildings during the thir-
ties, in numerous variations of a standard, modernist type. The basic 
type was an orthogonal form, practically a “box,” with edges made 
of wrought iron and surfaces of glass (Figures 1–2). They were minia-
tures of the new residences, the apartment buildings that often were 
called (and often still are called today) “boxes.”31 Electricity, which 
was a novelty and therefore caused insecurity, was embedded into 
a familiar orthogonal shape representing rationality. This may be 
interpreted as a symbolic attempt to subsume the electric light, the 
uncontrollable and still unknown technological energy, to an under-
standable and controllable form. Furthermore, the standardized form 
may have been symbolically connected to the general institutional 
homogenization of the space that was being attempted at that time 
in Greece through various related regulations.32
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Research in the specialist technical press of the period has 
failed to identify any explicit references to specific influences from 
foreign designers. It is, however, possible to trace certain similari-
ties to preexisting fixtures representing European modernism. I will 
identify a number of objects whose similarities with the Greek 
interwar fixtures are not coincidental. First of all, art deco French 
fixtures from the twenties, made of wrought iron and opaque 
glass.33 Very similar to these are the fixtures by the Dutch designer 
Gerrit Rietveld, made of steel frame and glass (around 1935).34 Also, 
fixtures identical to what was used in the Greek streets in the thir-
ties may be found both indoors and outdoors at the residence of 
the architect Ernst May in Frankfurt installed during the twenties.35 
Another related, formal design family was expressed by the fixture 
designed by Rietveld for the Hartog residence in 1922,36 and by that 
designed by Walter Gropius for his office in the Bauhaus in Dessau.37 

Such objects perhaps were familiar to architects and engineers who 
had studied abroad or were kept informed of what was happening 
there, for example, through bibliography.38 Influences by the modern 
movement also were consolidated in Greece due to a major event: the 
organization in Athens of the fourth CIAM (Congrès International 
d’Art Moderne) in 1933. The CIAM was attended by key figures 
of the modern movement such as Pierre Chareau, Wells Coates, 
Siegfried Giedion, Le Corbusier, Fernand Léger, Laszlo Moholy-
Nagy, and Otto Neurath, among others. This meeting set the founda-
tion of what was going to be “The Athens Charter,” a very influential 
text for architecture and town planning in the decades to follow.39

Regardless of the real or imagined influence by forms that 
preexisted abroad, the orthogonal type acquired in Greece its own 
dynamics, and was developed in numerous variations (Figures 3–10). 
We observe morphological experimentations on the proportions of 
the rectangular shape, as well as variations based on other geometric 
shapes (e.g., squares, polygons, and even circles). At first sight, these 
forms appear quite standardized and would easily lend themselves 
to mass production. The simple, one would say elementary, forms 
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suggest the potential for industrial production which would, of 
course, lead to depersonalization and standardization of the prod-
uct. Greek technical experts of the time already were familiar with 
mass production applications of construction elements for use in 
architectural designs.40 However, the production of these lighting 
fixtures moved towards differentiation and personalization, rather 
than standardization. This was not irrelevant to the low-tech, craft-
based, and highly personalized process of house construction. The 
multitude of variations eloquently illustrates the individualized char-
acter retained by the production process of the built environment.41 
Residence owners would collaborate with the engineer, contractor, 
or craftsman who was in charge of building the house, and would 
order a different version of the basic type, thus expressing their own 
taste and stressing their individuality. This practice resulted in a very 
extensive variety of fixtures designed along the same basic form.

Figure 3 Figure 4 Figure 5

Figure 6 Figure 7 Figure 8

Figure 9 Figure 10
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The formal sources of inspiration for these variations were 
very diverse. Many versions resulted from the application of various 
styles, especially neoclassicism, art nouveau, and art deco.42 Every 
single example constituted the domain of personal preferences, 
and represented the resistance of the craft mode of production, 
since every fixture had to be manufactured as one-of-a-kind or, in 
case of large buildings, in very limited runs. Sometimes, the fixture 
transcended the state of an autonomous object and attempted to 
become incorporated into the structure of the building itself, or even 
replace that structure (Figures 11–12). It also is interesting to note the 
presence of such modernist fixtures in older residencies following 
historic styles, especially the neoclassical. These fixtures perhaps 
were placed a posteriori above the neoclassical home entrance, so 
that the message of modernization and social success would not 
go unnoticed. Also, the design of the fixture often was identical to 
respective designs of the door, the railings of balconies, or windows, 
so that all the metal elements of the façade would match.

Nowadays, numerous examples of such fixtures survive in 
Athens, dispersed throughout various neighborhoods typical of the 
urban expansion of the 1920s and 1930s: Historic Centre, Exarchia, 
Kolonaki, Keramikos, Patissia, Kypseli, Gyzi, Ambelokipi, and 
Pangrati, but also in suburbs such as Halandri and Psychiko. The 
wear and tear of time, as well as replacements by modern fixtures, 
is evident. The formal type also frequently appears outside Athens; 
in urban centers such as Thessaloniki, Volos, Trikala, Nafplio, and 
Pyrgos, and in other places. Modern design spread beyond the capi-
tal, along with urbanization and modernization trends.

Variations of Modernity
We observe, at this point, an aesthetic and ideological compromise 
or negotiation taking place on the level of small-scale design. On the 
one hand, there was an expression of modernization through the 
use of modernist, standardized, formal patterns. On the other hand, 
this employment of imported features was subject to individual 
adaptation, following the personal tastes of the house owner. The 
forms perceived as modernist and international were adapted to 
suit individual aesthetic preferences. This was an assertive expres-
sion of the middle-class or lower middle-class citizen, who wished 
to differentiate himself from the others, as well as from the mass 

Figure 11 and 12
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character of the public space. It also was an attempt to merge and 
perhaps reconcile two seemingly incompatible extremes: a basic 
structure which could be recognized as undoubtedly modern was 
combined with special features or details expressing individuality 
and autonomy. Such fixtures represent a social formation dominated 
by the middle-class, a society of “small landlords.”43 After all, this 
was a very conservative society in which small, private ownership 
prevailed and set the tone for social, economic, and other develop-
ments. The central feature of the Greek society in the interwar years 
was the quantitative and qualitative dominance of the “petit bour-
geois.” This feature reflected the fact that Greece had undergone a 
fragmented, unstable, and incomplete modernization, and retained 
strong pre-capitalist attributes.44 In the case of building production, 
the domination of the “small landlord” and the individually-tailored 
production of houses meant that the owner could have a very signifi-
cant input in this process by negotiating with the technical expert, 
architect, or contractor.

The above observations may be linked to more general 
research findings with respect to the emergence of modernity in the 
Western World. In their introduction to a collection of case studies 
attempting to rethink the history of industrialization in the West, 
Sabel and Zeitlin refer to the widespread practice among European 
firms of selectively rejecting and accepting particular elements from 
foreign innovations. This leads them to accept alternative ideas of 
modernity where, as opposed to the claims of conventional histo-
riography, epochs do not have a fixed beginning or end. Instead, 
continuity and change are intertwined in every historical epoch, 
and incremental, gradual change represents a more valid pattern 
than that of clear-cut breaks between master narratives. The concept 
of shifting, overlapping, and interpenetrating orientations, blend-
ing what was before and what was to come, is more appropriate in 
describing the transition between competing models of organiza-
tion.45 Scranton reaches similar conclusions in his study of American 
consumer society. His findings indicate a greater diversity in urban 
industrial structures and histories than usually is appreciated, and 
suggest the existence of as yet unrecorded, structured variations.46 
Cultural historian Jeffrey Meikle has also formulated a classification 
of the strategies of modern societies for coming to terms with change. 
The strategy of directly appropriating icons of modernity into one’s 
own personal environment is interpreted as a way of taming their 
threatening aspects.47

It appears valid to relate such arguments to the present study 
of Greek architectural and design manifestations of modernity. In this 
vein, the light fittings of interwar petit-bourgeois housing in Greece 
declared their modernity through an aesthetics which was not only 
morphologically hybrid but, at the same time, embedded within a 
system of production that might be considered as un-modern or even 
anti-modern. Elitist, formal design patterns of the modern move-
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ment became appropriated and adapted by the Greek bourgeoisie as 
details of a localized, personalized, popular architecture. Greek archi-
tectural theorist Giacumacatos speaks of the idiosyncratic diffusion 
of a “modernism of all the people,” especially in Athenian private 
architecture.48 Variations of modernism which challenge dominant, 
hegemonic narratives also may be traced in other areas of design 
production.49 Design, like other cultural manifestations, has a relative 
autonomy and defines its own languages while, at the same time 
represents broad tendencies within a political economy.50 Calotychos, 
an academic of the Greek Diaspora, asks: “If [...] Greeks manipulated 
European forms for their purposes in socio-political sites, is it not 
likely that they did so with cultural forms too?”51

Conclusion
In my opinion, the objects in question have a quality and charm that 
stand the test of time. They present consistency in the application 
of design language on the small scale, and manage to express the 
transitive and often contradictory character of their time. Gravitating 
between public and private, industry and craft, modernity and tradi-
tion, they express the fragile balance of the turbulent and insecure 
interwar years. These lighting fixtures, of course, constitute a minor 
issue, a detail in the public space. Other kinds of objects, exclu-
sively imported, were more appropriate to express modernity, and 
carried the main burden of familiarizing the public with modern 
ideas and lifestyle in interwar Greece. I am, naturally, referring to 
automobiles, trams, electric poles, and other imported, industri-
ally produced objects, which had a catalytic influence on the form 
and function of the Greek public space. This influence is largely 
unrecorded and remains to be explored, in order to reveal a wider 
picture of Greek material culture in its course to modernization. In 
this context, the formal family of lighting fixtures presented in this 
paper has expressed, through its hybrid and contradictory charac-
ter, the dominant inertia between the old and the new in interwar 
Greece, a state which characterized both local society and design. 
Today, in the beginning of the twentieth-first century, as the country 
experiences another difficult transition, the buildings of the 1930s 
disappear one by one through another wave of urban development 
and are replaced by new blocks of flats. Although the modernist 
lighting fixtures are continuously being reduced as Athens evolves, 
the remaining ones continue to delight the observant passerby in 
the busy metropolis. Above all, following the present interpretation, 
they provide an indigenous and highly expressive assertion of what 
it meant to be “modern.”
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