Finds and uses under the bridge of Ilissos River in Athens
Stelios Lekakis
MSCA-IF, McCord Centre
Newcastle University

Ilissos River was one of the two main rivers of Athens, springing from the northwestern slopes of Hymettus Mountain and flowing on the east and southern part of the
historic centre of the city towards Faliron Gulf. Ancient Athenians constructed a
number of public buildings by the river, as the renowned Parilissian Sanctuaries on its
northern bank.
This area of Ilissos, where now the church of Agía Photini of Ilissos stands, was
heavily developed in the last quarter of the 19th c., in view of the modern Olympic
Games to be held in Athens in 1896. A few decades earlier, a three-arched marble
bridge was built in this area (c. 1851-1854), probably in an attempt to “urbanise” this
part of the city.
In September 2010, after a call by a local cultural group, a number of NGOs,
initiatives and the Municipality of Athens participated in a cleaning activity, aiming to
collect the litter from the park around Agía Photini and prune trees and bushes.
Colleagues from MONUMENTA1 and myself responded to the call, co-organising the
activity and helping out in the cleaning operation. The operation extended under the
last remaining, historic bridge of the river, blocked and invisible to the public sight after the final covering of Ilissos in the 1960s- where material culture and graffiti
revealed that it was used by immigrants and/or refugees and other groups of people.
With a systematic presentation of the graffiti to follow, this paper reflects on my
participation to this activity, discussing findings and some initial thoughts on the uses
of the bridge. Contrary to the standard rhetoric of a marginal site used for parasitic
activities, it provides an alternative reading of the bridge as a liminal, in-between
space towards a meaningful or a problematic assimilation of the mobile communities
to the host city/country; a vital issue in the shifting reality that we dwell.
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Figure 1 The northern façade of the bridge

Figure 2 Under the main arch of the bridge

