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View from Theatrou Street toward Varvakios square



Satellite photograph of the Attica plain with the municipality of Athens (white) and the city center (red) marked out
Source: European Space Agency

STATEMENT OF INTENT
Polysporous Varvakios is a creative platform and communal space at Varvakios square, in the heart of 
Athens, Greece. Inspired by the notion of the Agora, the project aims to promote social and urban 
cohesion by adding public space with different functions, on multiple levels in the city fabric.

In an area characterized by diversity and heterogeneity, both socially and architecturally, a homogeneous 
structure is placed. It aims to establish connections between areas previously isolated from each other. 
The design proposes an open workshop space at the elevated level and an opening of the square 
underneath, extending the existing market place and stimulating activity at all hours of the day.

WHY ATHENS?
A City In Transition
Athens is the capital of Greece since 1833. Today, its urban area stretches across the entire Attica plain 
and covers more than 400 km2 with a population of over 3 million, or one third of the total Greek 
population. This makes it the second most dense city and the most dense urban area in Europe.

Today, Athens is at the epicentre of fast and disruptive societal changes in a dramatically altered 
economic reality. Basic societal functions have been set out of play: the social contract between state 
and citizen has been broken; the youth unemployment rate is almost 60%, migration flows from Greece 
to other countries have increased rapidly, especially among young people. However, decentralization 
and suburbanization have been ongoing for the last decades, with social segregation and the urban 
deterioration of inner city areas as a result. This is something that has become even more evident during 
the present economic circumstances. These areas, closely intertwined with their surroundings, have 
become isolated enclaves within the urban fabric of Athens.

Uncontrolled Urban Growth
Athens is at the heart of our civilization’s history. Still, it is a very young city. Having grown in waves, 
often abrupt and unexpected, since the 1920’s, it has done so without regard for the city’s common 
and long-term interests. Lax legislation and private interests under the pressure of a decades long 
demographic expansion, have resulted in a largely dysfunctional urban environment. This becomes 
evident as open public spaces are a scarce resource in the city fabric. The legacy of the Agora, the public 
space at the center of each Greek city-state during ancient times, where people gathered to discuss and 
trade, has slowly faded away.

Polysporous [pol`y*spor”ous] 
a. [Poly- + spore.] (Bot.) Containing many spores

Mental Shift – From Private To Communal
Today, Athens is a very different city than just five or ten years ago. Under difficult economic conditions, 
a new relationship to Our City has followed. An identifiable shift in mentality is now palpable. From 
a city consisting of private individuals, it is becoming one where a sense of shared responsibility and 
concern for the city’s public realm is growing stronger. Several projects and research initiatives during 
the last years have dealt with the topic of enacting change in the inner city of Athens. What they all have 
in common is their interest in reclaiming the public space of Athens.

WHY VARVAKIOS?
Varvakios square is located at the center of the historical city, at the junction of the north-south and 
the east-west axis of Athens. It faces the Varvakios agora, the central market of Athens, and one of the 
oldest still active markets in Greece. The square itself houses the produce part of the market. The site is 
characterized by diversity and heterogeneity, both in terms of architectural form and social content. The 
area consists of pre-dominantly commercial activities and office spaces. No residential units and very few 
public facilities are present. This means that during daytime, the area is vibrant and active with people 
of all ages and background passing through, but at night-time, it becomes unwelcoming and unsafe.

In its current state, the Varvakios square also acts as a physical boundary between the area of Gerani, one 
of the inner-city areas in decay, to the west and the well-functioning commercial and business-oriented 
center of Athens to the east. In the center of the square, there is a four-storey garage structure with 
an additional storey that protrudes above street level. This blocks sight-lines and the flow of people; it 
divides the vegetable market into two isolated parts.

OBJECTIVES
1. Connect parts of the city previously isolated from each other – socially and physically – and to make 
this newly established connection architecturally visible.

2. Re-organize and extend the existing market place on the square to further broaden the social 
composition of the people there and their agendas

3. To provide an inclusive public space that is representative of and channels the rich demographic 
composition and the diverse vocational qualifications present among the citizens of Athens.

POLYSPOROUS VARVAKIOS
A CREATIVE PLATFORM AND COMMUNAL SPACE IN THE HEART OF ATHENS, GREECEΠΟΛΥΣΠΟΡΟΣ ΒΑΡΒΑΚΕΙΟΣ   -

The first master plan of the modern city of Athens by Kleanthis and 
Schaubert, the triangular shape before the Acropolis being evident 
(approved plan, 1833)

Athens in 1910, seen from the Lycabettus hill. The Acropolis stands in the middle with 
Eleonas, the western parts of the city, showing behind it. In the foreground, one sees 
Stadiou street, with the Parliament to the left.

Athens in 1934. The two parallell streets running diagonally in the picture are 
Stadiou street and Panepistimiou street. The three building to the left are the 
Library, University and Academy. 

Source: Ai Athinai. Kostas M. Biris. 2005 Source: The Hellenic Literary and Historical Archive

Omonia square in the 1960s.

Source: Polykatoikia in Kifissia. Photographed by Manolis Baboussis, 1987

The city’s expansions in the 1960s and 1970s was mainly defined by the 
construction of the tyopology of the polykatoikia, this in turn a result from the 
introduction of the anti-parochi system. 

Source: The Evolving Urban Form: Athens. Wendell Cox, 2013. newgeography.com

The Athens municipality reached its highest population level in 1981, with 885 000 
inhabitants. However, from 1971 and onwards, all the population growth has been 
in the suburban areas. Today, the urban fabric of Athens resembles a homogeneous 
mass when seen from above, but is on smaller scale actually extremely varied and 
diverse.
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THE URBAN EXPANSION OF ATHENS (km2) (diagrams above)
The diagrams show the evolution of the urban footprint of the greater Athens area, 
from consisting only the cities of Athens and Piraeus, to becoming a seemingly 
continuous grey mass of urbanized areas, encompassing the entire Attica basin and 
even stretching further out. The waves of migration that has hit Athens and the 
informal constructions as a result is largely the reason behind this urban sprawl. After 
1995, the city has continued to develop toward the east because of the construction 
of the new airport of Spata as well as the infrastructural improvements (extension of 
metro and tram lines) being done in connection with the Athens Olympic Games 
in 2004.

POPULATION DENSITY IN ATHENS (habitants/km2) (diagrams to the right)
The diagrams show how the population density has evolved during the 20th century 
and how its direction has shifted during different periods. The urban area of Athens 
is today the most dense area in Europe (the city itself is the second most dense after 
Paris). The city’s growth is largely due to the development of single-family houses 
in the outskirts and later the replacement of said constructions by multi-residential 
apartment buildings (polykatoikias). After the second world war, the western parts 
of the city became more densely populated as their status and attraction rose. This 
has today shifted toward the eastern areas, for the same reasons as for the urban 
expansion stated above. Also, the last two decades have seen a decline in population 
numbers in the Athens municipality at the same time as the suburbs and exurbs 
have grown.

Until the beginning of the 19th century the 
city retains the same spatial morphology, 
both concerning its central core but also the 
connections with the port of Piraeus and the 
secondary urban cores. The establishment of the 
capital lead to the creation of its first city plan.

Before 1875
The urban extensions during this period mainly 
follow the industries that settled along the 
Kifissios between Athens and Piraeus.
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Description of diagram: 
�e evolution in metropolitan area of Athens. 
�e borders show the municipalities inside 
the larger area of Athens. �is work has been 
done according to the data of the Greek cen-
suses per decade.
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From 1917 to 1931, the influx of refugees 
from Asia Minor is accompanied by hasty and 
temporary constructions on the outskirts of the 
urbanized space.

1917-1931
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Description of diagram: 
�e evolution in metropolitan area of Athens. 
�e borders show the municipalities inside 
the larger area of Athens. �is work has been 
done according to the data of the Greek cen-
suses per decade.
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These urban extensions continue until 1944, 
however at a slower pace after 1941.
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Description of diagram: 
�e evolution in metropolitan area of Athens. 
�e borders show the municipalities inside 
the larger area of Athens. �is work has been 
done according to the data of the Greek cen-
suses per decade.
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1961

The rural exodus and a first phase of  the 
intense urbanization linked to the industrial 
development result in plenty of constructions 
outside the planned areas and on the outskirts 
of the urban fabric.
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Description of diagram: 
�e evolution in metropolitan area of Athens. 
�e borders show the municipalities inside 
the larger area of Athens. �is work has been 
done according to the data of the Greek cen-
suses per decade.
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The continued rural exodus and construction 
outside the plan, especially in the north-western 
parts, intensifies the building activity in the 
center and in the periphery (single-family 
houses).
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Description of diagram: 
�e evolution in metropolitan area of Athens. 
�e borders show the municipalities inside 
the larger area of Athens. �is work has been 
done according to the data of the Greek cen-
suses per decade.
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The expansion of the city continues beyond 
the topographical basin at a time of decreasing 
attraction of Athens and redistribution of 
population within the city. Outside the city, the 
single-family houses grow in vast numbers.
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Description of diagram: 
�e evolution in metropolitan area of Athens. 
�e borders show the municipalities inside 
the larger area of Athens. �is work has been 
done according to the data of the Greek cen-
suses per decade.
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The city continues to grow outside of the 
topographical basin (Mesogea to the east, where 
a new airport is installed; Megara to the west). 
All the population growth takes place far away 
from the city center.
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Description of diagram: 
�e evolution in metropolitan area of Athens. 
�e borders show the municipalities inside 
the larger area of Athens. �is work has been 
done according to the data of the Greek cen-
suses per decade.
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�e evolution in metropolitan area of Athens. 
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Description of diagram: 
�e evolution in metropolitan area of Athens. 
�e borders show the municipalities inside 
the larger area of Athens. �is work has been 
done according to the data of the Greek cen-
suses per decade.
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Description of diagram: 
�e evolution in metropolitan area of Athens. 
�e borders show the municipalities inside 
the larger area of Athens. �is work has been 
done according to the data of the Greek cen-
suses per decade.
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Description of diagram: 
�e evolution in metropolitan area of Athens. 
�e borders show the municipalities inside 
the larger area of Athens. �is work has been 
done according to the data of the Greek cen-
suses per decade.
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Population growth in the Athens municipality and urban area
Source: National Hellenic Statistics Service (ELSTAT)
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Diagram - public space along the north-south 
as well as the east-west axis and their junction
The Varvakios square is situated in the center of the historical 
center but also at the junction between the eastern and western 
part of the city. Athinas street becomes in this case a physical 
barrier between them, geographically as well as socially.
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Immigrants’ settlement in the municipality of Athens (%)
The highest concentration is in the area surrounding Omonia, 
including the area of Gerani (the north-western part of the 
historic triangle, shown in the diagram below.) 

Source: Intersecting patterns of everyday life and socio-spatial 
transformations in the city: migrant and local women in the neighbourhoods 
of Athens. Dina Vaiou et al., 2007

Retail / service
Restaurant
Café / bar
Empty structure
Parking lot

Diagram of functions on the ground floor level 
in the area of Gerani

Source: CCR: CityCommonResource Athens, Gerani 2012. SARCHA, 
2012

Diagram - road networks & public transport

Primary circulation inside & around the triangle

Primary circulation outside the triangle

Secondary circulation inside the triangle

Secondary circulation outside the triangle

Metro stops

Train station

Overview of the Athens city center, 1: 12 500 (A3) Varvakios Agora and Athinas street, at the end of the 1950’s

Varvakios Agora and Athinas street, postcard from the beginning of the 19th century

The master plan from 1833 by Kleanthis and Schaubert superposed on a 
contemporary map of Athens

Bird’s eye view of the Varvakios square today, with the Varvakios agora 
at the top part of the picture
Source: Bing maps, www.bing.com/maps/

Source: Ai Athinai. Kostas M. Biris. 2005

Source: www.athensguide.com/oldcity/

Source: Beautiful Old Athens, http://christiannaloupa.wordpress.com
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View of Varvakios square from Theatrou street
The entrance and exit to the parking garage and its protruding plane obstructs the view toward 
the Varvakios Agora and hinders a clear understanding of the square and its relationship to its 
surroundings.

Varvakios square at night time 
When the market is closed, the square is emptied of people and becomes a dark and 
unwelcoming place. 

Varvakios square during day time
The vegetable market attracts a constant flux of people and ensures a vibrant 
atmosphere during its opening hours. However, due to the garage level protruding, 
there is no direct connection between the two sides of the vegetable market and the 
function as two isolated entities.

Varvakios Agora - the meat and fish market
Inside the Varvakios Agora, the meat and fish market are always full of life as people - 
Athenians and tourists alike - walk around between the market stands. The Varvakios 
Agora, inaugurated in 1876, is one of the oldest still active market places in Greece.

Varvakios square seen from atop the Varvakios agora building
The square is currently organized in what could be described as three stripes: the two sides are 
constituted by the vegetable market while the middle one is the protruding level of the garage 
structure. Athinas street runs in the foreground, the north-west axis in the center of Athens 
that runs from the Acropolis in the south to Omonia square in the north and beyond. In the 
background, along the central axis, the Diplarios school in the area of Gerani can be seen.

UPPDELNING AV KATEGORIN HANDEL:

- ALL HANDEL SOM INTE HAR MED MATMARKNADEN ATT GÖRA:
-->--> EN ENDA KATEGORI
- MATMARKNADEN: 
-->--> UPPDELNING I TRE KATEGORIER: KÖTT! FISK! GRÖNSAKER!

Diagram - pedestrian streets in the center of Athens

Regular streets

Future pedestrian streets 

Regular streets

Squares
Public/Municipal  facility
Empty storefront

Commerce
Restaurant / café
Hotel

Diagram showing the accessible public space in the area

Diagram showing the extension of the market place and its functions

Plans and sections of the current situation on Varvakios square, scale 1:2500 (A3)
The dotted red line indicates the area of the building permit. The maximum height of construction is 22 meters. 
The numbers of storeys allowed are 6. The construction of a building on pilotis is forbidden.
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CREATIVE HUB

FOOD COURTTOWARDS GERANI

TOWARDS VARVAKIOS AGORAMARKET PLACE

PARKING FOR MARKET STANDS

PARKING FOOD TRUCKS

PARKING MARKET GOERS

PARKING MARKET GOERS

PUBLIC ROOF TERRACE / HANG OUT SPOT

Diagram of the superpositioning of levels and their different functions, illustrating the three-part agora and the clearer connection 
between the Varvakios agora and Gerani.

Conceptual Section

STRATEGIES FOR THE 
VARVAKIOS SQUARE IN 5 STEPS

The strategies that are shown in the axonometric 
drawings to the right are the physical implementation 
of the objectives for my proposal. The objectives are as 
follows:

- To connect areas of the city previously isolated 
from each other - socially and physically - and 
to make this newly established connection 
architecturally visible.
- To extend the existing market place on the square 
to further broaden the social composition of the 
people there and their agendas.
- To provide an incusive public space that channels 
the rich demographic composition and the diverse 
vocational qualifications present among the 
citizens of Athens. 1. Removal of the protruding level of the square.

3. Covering of  the western part of the square with an 
elevated structure that is the open, creative platform.

4. The continuous surface is divided up into three 
different zones.

5. The vertical cores connect the different levels 
active on the square.2. Creation of a continuous surface.

DESIGN CONCEPT
My proposal adds a homogenous structure that generates public space on 
multiple levels at the heart of Athens. To emphasize the building’s public 
character, its homogeneity stands in contrast to the diverse city fabric 
surrounding it. As such, it becomes a backdrop against which the rich and 
varied urban life can ensue.

STRATEGIES
1. To remove the upper level of the square and thus creating a continuous, 
pedestrian only, surface that stretches from the Varvakios agora to the 
Diplarios School in Gerani.
This allows for a re-organization of the existing market stands and a free 
movement pattern across the square.

2. To cover the western part of the square with a roof structure, under which 
an outdoor food court with mobile seating arrangements is present, offering 
different types of street food. This becomes a social anchoring point that 
offers temporary respite from an otherwise constant flow of people.
3. To program the roof structure with an inclusive, creative hub. It becomes a 
space where ideas and skills are exchanged.

It becomes an Agora in three parts: the existing market place where raw 
food is traded, the food court where cooked food is traded, and the creative 
platform where ideas and skills are traded. Their common objective is to 
provide a space where cultures and classes can mix.

Structure and logistics of the square and garage 
The entrance and exit to the existing garage have been separated and placed 
toward the sides of the square. This opens up the central axis on the square 
and the continuation toward Gerani, while maintaining the function of the 
garage as it serves the market place.

The building’s character
The characters of the different elements that the building consists of 
are directly translated into their physical structure and appearance: the 
vertical elements are the foundation of the building. They are the building’s 
infrastructure as they connect the different levels active on the square, from 
the garage to the roof terrace. They are solid, robust, made out of concrete. The 
raised level is seen as a programmed roof, a light structure, consisting of space 
trusses that allow for programmatic freedom on the inside.

The superposition of layers inserts itself into the existing logic of the layered 
public life of athens, active on both the street level and the roof level, each 
with their own rhythm and function.

The creative platform
The interior of the raised level channels the idea of an accessible creative 
hub: It consists of two levels where the lower, main one, is the creative open 
space. Here, different functions share an open landscape: administrative 
space, reading space, working space, computer space, printing space etc. You 
enter the space and can sit down at whichever table you desire without any 
pre-requisites.

On the mezzanine level, there are seminar and meeting rooms, in different 
levels of transparency and openness, hanging from the ceiling. These create 
different spatial conditions on the main level while never obstructing the 
understanding of the space as a whole.

The roof terrace
The upper level of the public square, the roof terrace, offers a different rhythm 
of the city life. The level is accessible to the public around the clock and offers 
a space for various activities, whether it is an outdoor cinema screening, a 
yoga lesson, star gazing or just sitting and having your morning coffee. The 
only permanent fixture on the roof is a café and bar that is active until late at 
night and ensures a safe and welcoming atmosphere.
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Plan -1, upper garage level, 1: 1000 (A3)

Site plan with the ground floor plan of the building, 1: 1000 (A3)

Section a-a, 1: 1000 (A3)
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open workshop space

computer space

reading space

printing space

auditorium / ”black box” / exhibition space

administrative space

bar

lounge

ticket o�ce /
information desk 

stage

exhibition space

discussion space
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Plan level 1, elevated creative platform, 1:250 (A3)

Alternative plan level 1: Conference event, 1:500 (A3)

Alternative plan level 1: Music event, 1:500 (A3)
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Section a-a, 1:250 (A3)
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View from the food court area, underneath the raised level



Interior view of the elevated level toward Gerani



View of the public roof terrace 
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