Happy 80th to the “Rex”, Athens’ answer to New York Art Deco 
It was in the early 1930 that Simos, Filaretos and Alekos, aka the Sikiarides brothers first visited New York. They returned to Greece overwhelmed with ideas about shaping and overhauling movie, concert hall and entertainment venues. 1930s New York was certainly impressive, with state-of-the-art, ultra modern skyscrapers which radically changed the skyline. These new and exciting ideas influenced the Sikiarides Bros creative spirit and formed the foundation on which the "Rex" Theatre in the heart of Athens was built.
At its inauguration on 22nd January 1937, it was hailed for bringing New York flair to Athens. Eighty years on and the "Rex" has entertained several generations of Greeks and, it is still flourishing given that today it houses the National Theatre. At the time of its inauguration however, it was a veritable shrine to innovation, the first state-of-the-art multi-purpose building in Greece, luxurious and Europe’s finest, the Rex cinema on the ground floor, the 1400 seat Kotopouli theatre on the 1st Floor and the 700-seat Newsreel theatre in the basement. "The Rex, the pride of Athens, the envy of the world", was the media slogan of the day. 
The twin brothers Vasilis Kassandra and Leonida Bonni were commissioned with designing the Rex, they had previously worked on the building complex housing the Hellenic Army Pension Fund; this was hugely pioneering work by comparison. 
Elizabeth Sikiarides, a direct descendant of the Brothers, comments "the decision to invest capital funds transferred from the family’s International textile industry in Beirut must have been influenced by businessman Spyros Skouras". At the time, Skouras was a leading figure in the movie industry, importing US movies and scouting out venues to screen them. The architect Elizabeth Sikiarides, who has been studying the family’s history, recounts: “The Sikiarides Bros assigned management of the Rex cinema to Skouras,".

The visit to New York had shaped the vision of what they wanted to achieve in Athens, and their instructions to architects Kassandra and Bonni were for a “New York style” movie theatre in Athens. The Sikiarides family were trailblazers and modernisers; in 1950 they established a mixed school in Beirut, the Rex presented an opportunity for introducing Art Deco to Athens. Far from a novel thing now, but very controversial at the time, on their recommendation, smoking was prohibited in the halls. Historian and journalist in Athens, Eleftherios Skiadas tells us, the "Rex" had a total capacity of 4,000 seats, the basement reaches a depth of 18 meters. Just behind the Rex, at 5 Feidiou street, the Sikiarides family founded the Sikiarisio Polyclinic.  Elizabeth Sikiarides explains: "The two buildings were always interconnected". Today no. 5 Feidiou st. is the staff entrance to the National Theatre. The Polyclinic was where children were examined before being admitted to the Sikiarideio Foundation, for children with Tuberculosis. The Rex housed the Foundation’s Athens offices, as well as the Board of Directors Room. Behind every avant garde project there is a creative mind willing to take a risk.  By N. V.
Captions: Rex 80 years old. 

Black and White: Rex and Titania, in the 1950s on Panepistimiou St.

REX: Emblem, trademark of cosmopolitan 1950s Athens. Right: overhead shot of the Rex, from the Titania hotel’s roof garden.
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