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Greek: tycoon Dimitris Daskalopoulos is a collector driven more by metaphysics than money. Rachel Spence met him in Bilbao

The power of instinct

n a dazling spring day in
Bilbao, Dimitris Daskalopoulos

d be in his element. We

= La.km offee on a quiet

ferrace at the bark of the Gug:

genheim museum. The sun gleams on the

building’s curved titanium flank; behind us

from the 400 trong collection of the Cree
entrepreneur, will be us

Although he looks ottt B
Iate n a blazer and cliocked skirt, Daska
lopoulos is nervous. ! awale until
4.30am last night,” he Elloine: sl prif
“Irhere has beet] oo, thuich

With his name emblazoned beneath the
title of the exhibition, Daskalopoulos can
say goodbye to his reputation as “the quiet
man” of contemporary art. Although he
came to public attention in 1999 when he

est. (He later tells me that although he
doubts: the commercial clout ascribed to
museum shows — “there are
and downs in the market”
an agreement promising not to sell any of
the works for three years.
mmon goal is to bring out the
0 preserve it and to expose it to
the pubhc he explains, in a voice 5o gen-
tle I struggle to discern the inner steel that
drove him to transform his father’s dairy
business into Vivartia, the largest food
company in Greece, before selling his stake
for several hundred million euros in 2007.
“What is the test? If you come as a visi-
tor to a museum and you leave richer and
o= inspired, that is a job well done,” he

Accuydmg to those criteria, The Lumi-
nous In tn'ual is splendid. Unfolding over
two floors of the museum's asymmetric
Voltmes, 1 15 @ snapshot of contemporary
art at its provocative, demanding, poetic

bought, for a record £11m, a 1964 limited- best. There are rewarding encounters
edition replica of Marcel Duchamp’s famous ~between mists who are rarely shown in
1917 “Foummn", unnl now his collechon tandem. Close to Annette Messager's
has be: re heard about than seen. o wa(er[al] entitled “Dependence/

i proﬁle is partly due to N Bepon pendence” (1995, Matthew Barney'
bile car-

derance of

most _spectacular of which is pmhabl
Christoph Biichel’s 450 square metre
“Unplugged (Simply Botifol)” (2006-07).
“My collection is usually in dark crates,”
he says sadly. Then he gives a beatific
smile and telis me that, after the Guggen-
eim show and Keeping It Real, a four-part
series of micro-exhibitions running at Lon-
don's Whitechapel Gallery until May,
“almost a million and half people will have
seen these works”.
espite_his anonymity, Daskalopoulos
B e L e e
Intermational Council at Tate and recently
funded a curatorial also
trustee of the Guggenhe\m Foundanen a
position  that the

casses an unexpecued tenderness.
Established heavyweights abound yet ris-
ing stars, such as Nate Lowman and Paul
Chan, also shine.

Most striking is the thematic coherence.
From the poignant marble hands clasped
within Louise Bourgeois' “Cell IX” (1999) to
the claret-soaked cavern that is Kenyan
bor ngechi Mutu's spine-chilling cri-
tique of capitalism and the sculptural trib-
ute to a fictional Lebanese bomb disposal
hero by Walid Raad, a profound engage-
ment with the huma.n condition at its most
vlsceral and intense sets the collection

art from other high-profile holdings.

"lts about the baslc human striggle
ding that he

isks
renown he will garner in Bilba
When asgthe prominent Greek collec
tor, Dakis Joannou, showed his collection a
year ago at the New Museum in New York,
Where Joannou is a trustee, the show was
attacked on the grounds that a notfor-
profit institution should not boostix
the prestige - and hence the value — of
works belonging to a board member.
Deakalopotios soes 10, Canthet of ntae:

= dehghted to find his nwn sentiments
echoed in The Saviours of God, a 1920s text
by Greek philosopher Nikos Kazantzakis
that also supplied the show’s title. “We are
nurled into this world from a darker place
in a darker place and we know

hat, Yet despne that there is this thirst for
creation

He struggles Io explain why, as the son
of an Athenian dairy store owner, he

should have been drawn either to philoso-
phy or fine art.

father was a worker,” he says,
mallmz his childhood spent in a “high-
rise in the centre of town”. Art and books.
were scarce but his parents saved to send
him to a good school and study languages,
as testified by his eloquent, virtually
accentless English. Revelation came on a

“more ¢ g himself
alone in a gallery of pamtmg: by Paberis 't
the Alte Pinakothek, the 12-year-old Dimi-
tris was mesmerised. “They had to drag me
out after two hours.

His passion for contemporary art did not
strike until the early 1990s, when he was
past 40. “I had been to every serious
museum in the world but it was all about
painting, and that was not enough for me.
Contemporary art was bolder, closer to our

B

His first contemporary purchase was
“The Pamung in lhe lnner Egg” (1993) by
Rebecca 0 years later,
Sl ot lhe cnncal and theoreti-
L,Zl' md cr ms art consultant Dumms Pam
nly ‘when
e oratss i . sionmcht The toIE
ance on instinct explains the absence of
certain market darlings. He owns no work

Scope Dimitris Daskalopoulos
at the Guggenheim, Bilbao,
with Annette Messager's
“Dependence/Independence’
(1995). Below, from left:
detail of Thomas Hirschhorn's
‘Cavemanman’ (2002), Paul
McCarthy's Tomato Head
(Burgundy)’ (1994)

by Takashi Murakami, just one earl

y Jeff Koons, and “four or five
Damien Hirsts.

So is he that rare breed, an A-list collec-
tor driven more by metaphysics than
money? Certainly, when he says that he
avoids artists who are the -flavour of the
month” and “easy trophy p it
o argue, “T can't seo people Quewing up to
huy Thumas Hirschhorn’s ‘Cavemanman’,”

Teferring to the 2001 packing tape-
plastemn labyrinth currently burrowing
through the Bilbao galleries.

The sun is making us thirsty and I sug-
gest more coffee. Before I can rise, Daskalo-
poulos is on his way to the bar. When just
one cup arrives instead of two, he nudges it
to my side of the table.

Such coustesy 1 mot;the anly quality o
set Daskalopoulos apart from other art-
world power players. He describes the ct
tom of sefting up private art foundations,
for example, as “a monument to yourself
that is not really compatible with me".

tead he hopes to find an Athenian site
to display his collection that will draw o
both public and private energies. (In
capacity as the chairman of the Hollnnu
Federation of Enterprises, he has con-
stantly pressured the Greek government to
embrace free enterprise) Wary of going
into detail, he only says: “I am considering
existing spaces and talking with existing
institutions,” before our conversation
comes t0 a close and a PR assistant shep-
herds him away to his next appointment

‘That afternoon, I see him in the Guggen-
heim’s auditorium during a session of talks
by artists with works on display. Two of
them, Thomas Hirschhorn and Paul
Pleiffer, refer to having signed the artists’

boycott, prompted by concern for workers
conditions, of the museum the Guggenheim
is buﬂdmg in Abu Dhabi

of the session Daskalopoulos

mkcs e

»omely but forcefully, that their qualms

iaced. Although all parties handle

lhe e w| h Poiss; itise & reminder

in a where boundaries

bekween pubhc and private, east and west,

trustee and collector — are less and less

stable, the art world must tread softly if it
is not to trample a mutual dream.
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