
NIKI GOULANDRI 

A
t a time when the people of 
Greece have estranged them
selves from the values and be

liefs of their homeland and brought the 
country to its lowest ebb, an event here 
and there brings a feeling of optimism 
to the gloomy picture which, regardless 
of one's opinion, is there for everybody 
to see. Once in a while, one individual 
brings the glory that Greece was known 
for out of the obscurity of world crit
icism ... Mostly, a glimpse of pride is 
reflected by men. This time it is a 
woman that has elevated the status both 
of her gender and her country into the 
international scope. 
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"Woman of Europe" 

BY IRIS LILLYS 

She is Niki Goulandri. She has been 
awarded the title of "Woman of 
Europe" in recognition of her contribu
tion to civilization and environmental 
protection. 

The prize is a Belgian initiative that 
aims to bring forward the activities of 
European women that were instrumen
tal to the acceleration of the integration 
to the European Community. 

Women from all over Europe have 
been competing for the title, all out
standing and sponsored by their respec
tive countries with a higher status than 
Greece at this present time. 

"I believe, said Mrs. Goulandri, that 

what impressed most the elecctive com
mittee was my plea for nature and its 
future. My appeal for a new ecological 
character, a stronger presentation of its 
needs is, I believe what gave the victory 
to the Greek candidacy. And what is 
important is the torch for a new begin
ning for the fight for nature is launched 
from the cradle of civilization, Greece. 
The recycling that can and must be done 
should start from the ancient Greek 
thought. Through it, man can under
stand and weigh its possibilities and its 
limits ... " "I am proud, she continued, 
because the voice of Greek European 
women will set out problems and values 
of civilization that have been neglected 
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until today... My message is that 
Europe is calling for a new ecological 
ethic .. . " 

Prime Minister Constantine Mitsota
kis, congratulating Mrs. Goulandri on 
her award added that "This distinction 
hoots Greece and the Greek woman in 
particular for her role and contribution 
to society ... " 

Besides this flamboyant projection of 
Niki Goulandri in Europe, her nomina
tion sets an example for emulation in 
Greece where career women and 
dynamic achievers of the so-called 
weaker sex are reaching the point of 
overlaping their male counterpart ... 

And this is exactly what Niki Goulan
dri has done ... 

She was born in Athens. Her parents 
originated from the colorful island of 
Cephalonia. From her very young years 
her dedication to learning was appar-

ent. At her graduation from the German 
gymnasium at Athens, she enrolled at 
the University and got her degrees in 
economics and political science. But 
that alone would not satisfy her. She is 
the first woman in Greece who had the 
courage to brave male supremacy and 
take the most difficult examinations for 
any position in Greece, the diplomatic 
admission to the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. She came out with flying colors; 
a fact that disturbed male chauvinism. 
She was rejected with the justification 
that she had not completed her. .. mil
itary service. That joke turned out to be 
a blessing in disguise .. . Niki left for Ger
many and enrolled at the University of 
Frankfurt, a center famous for its 
teachers. She graduated with degrees in 
political theory and philosophy. She 
says about herself: "The political think
ing of that time, colored as it was by the 
tension of the cold war era, failed to 

convince me as being the way to revital
ize society. Since that time I believed in 
a new ecological ethic ... " So she main
tained her independent spirit and 
inquiring mind and refused to accept 
ideologies that to her were both ephe
meral and obsolete. Her strong convic
tion was that the world needs a new set 
of values for the future if proper equili
brium between man and society was to 
be achieved. Since that time, her motto 
has been that ecological ideals and cul
tural values, which to her are insepara
ble, are what is needed for the world's 
struggle to conserve nature and man's 
cultural achievements. 

Upon her return to Greece, Niki mar
ried the painter and philosopher Angelo 
Goulandris. Their perspectives in life 
ran parallel, their goals complimented 
one another. In 1964, they founded the 
Goulandri Natural History Museum in 
Kifissia, a suburb of Athens (Nea Yorki, 
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Oct. 1986). This museum is a private 
institution, recognized the world over 
for its contribution to scientific research 
and education. Besides the accumula
tion of millions of specimens that 
represent animals, minerals, fossils and 
flora, its main endeavor has always been 
to save the threatened Mediterranean. 
Niki Goulandri has been a pioneer in 
Greece to initiate research and training 
programs, often in association with the 
European Community in order to pro
mote an inter-governmental policy that 
will sustain the regional Mediterranean 
ecosystems, namely forests, wetlands 
and marine parks. 

Mrs. Goulandri notes: "The coming 
of the European Community has 
removed the economic boundaries 
which previously divided Europe. The 
effect on several fields was tremendous. 
From the museum's vantage point we 
have seen the fall of these boundaries 
and emergence of Europe as a single, 
natural entity. A Europe well suited to 
provide a lead to the world in its strug
gle to achieve a meaningful social and 
environmental equilibrium ... " 

For its extraordinary work, in 1984, 
the Goulandri Natural History 
Museum was named the European 
Museum of the year. Also, Dr. Thomas 
D. Nicholson, director of the American 
Museum of Natural History of New 
York City, declared it as the most beau
tiful Natural History Museum he had 
ever seen ... 

Shortly after, the Museum mounted 
its first major exhibition in the United 
States, Canada and Europe, including 
the most prestigious British Museum in 
London. This exhibition, titled "Peo-

nies of Greece: Myth, Science and Art" 
was a retrospective view of botanical 
science from classical times to the muse
um's recent discoveries. Also exhibited 
were the museum's publications, most 
of them illustrated by Niki Goulandri, 
whose artistic talent is not the least of 
her multifaceted extraordinary achieve
ments . Her superb book portraying the 
Greek flora is to be found in museums 
all over the world ... 

In 1986, to mark the International 
Year of the Wetlands, a major travelling 
exhibition under the title "Wetlands of 
Greece" was inaugurated at the museum 
and travelled subsequently in towns and 
villages throughout the country. 
"Unfortunately Greeks are not environ
mentally minded, Mrs. Goulandri was 
heard saying at that time. We try to alert 
them of the dangers that irresponsibility 

and negligence can produce. Greek 
nature has already lost many of its rare 
animals and bird species. Fires ravaging 
the forests have brought them down to 
danger level: 18.5 percent of the coun
try's total area, the smallest percentage 
anywhere in Europe. As a result this 
makes water and energy our greatest 
problems as only forests can retain the 
rainwater and replenish the water table 
and the springs. 

"But the greatest damage of all, con
tinues Niki Goulandri, is done by free
range goats which eat the fresh shoots of 
plants struggling to recover from burn
ing. So, we try to educate the Greek 
peasant, to alert him of his self
destruction. Also with the restrictions 
on harmful substances (agricultural, 
pharmaceutical, industrial waste, etc.) 
we can prevent further damage. Where 
there is still life, the damage can be rev-
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ersed. But when forests are destroyed 
damage cannot be undone. Nor can the 
sea be brought back to life ... Yet, I am 
optimistic, concludes the "Woman of 
Europe" that · there is still time. The 
question is now whether Western civili
zation will pass the test of culture ... " 

In 1988, the Goulandri Museum got 
again the recognition it so well deserves. 
It was included in Kenneth Hudson's 
book "Museums of Influence" pub
lished by Cambridge University Press as 
one of the world's most influential 
museums in the world. In 1990 it has 
been awarded the Onassis Foundation 
Delphi International Prize for "Man 
and the Environment" for its contribu-
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tion to the preservation of natural envir
onment and especially for drawing 
attention to the acute problems of 
deforestation ... 

Naturally the woman who stands 
behind all this promotion of Greece is 
no other than the dynamic Niki Goulan
dris, the "Woman of Europe." This title 
she owes among other contributions to 
her "ecological ideals with cultural 
values, believing that the two are insep
arable and must place Europe in the 
vanguard of the world's struggle to con
serve nature and man's cultural 
achievements ... " 

All her varied interests have led this 
dynamic woman to several other recog
nitions all through the years. 

In 1974 she served as Deputy Minis
ter for Social Services in the Karamanlis 
government. One of her responsibilities 
was at that time the care of 200,000 
refugees in Cyprus. 

F or six years she also served as Dep
uty President of Hellenic Radio and 
Television. As a member of the 
National Television Board she had suc
ceeded in allocating screentime to the 
environment which was not considered 
of vital interest. Presently Mrs. Goulan
dri is Deputy President of the National 
Tourist Organization of Greece and 
President of the "Save the Children 
Association" as well as an active 
member of Greek and Foreign Scien-
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tific Bodies. 
Her awards are numerous. Her name 

can be found on the Roll of Honor of 
the United Nations Environmental Glo
bal 500. She holds an honorary docto
rate from the Aristotelian University of 
Thessaloniki and awards both of the 
Academy of Athens and the British Lin
naean Academy of which she has been 
elected member. 

In an interview to the Athenian mag
azine "Eikones" Mrs. Goulandri came 
out with a cry straight from the heart... 
"Unfortunately, for a length of time, 
both Europe and the European Com
munity had neglected the environment. 
The result was disastrous. Twenty five 
years ago nature was alive, its stability 
did not create problems. Today the 
situation is tragic. Forests die under 
fire, land and sea under pollution ... " 

Throughout the year, Mrs. Goulan
dri has to work hard. She will be on 
television in all European centers. She 
will be meeting intellectuals and the 
indispensable evil of the media. She 
says, "I shall use every means possible to 
pursue my appeal for a revision, for a 
re-examination for life. Poets, writers, 
philosophers, scholars, all those who 
can forsee and feel the development of 
the future must get alerted strongly on 
the environmental problem. Also a 
great effort should be made concerning 
the legislation of environmental educa
tion. The idea must be adopted and put 
to use by politicians of all countries. The 
situation is critical but it can be rev
ersed. I am pleased to see the younger 
generations getting alerted to moral 
issues and their interest in the environ
mental problems. This approach is what 
gives me the strength of optimism ... " 

Yes, Niki Goulandri is optimistic in 
the work that lies ahead of her. She has 
every right to be as she holds all the 
assets necessary for her battle. High 
education, dynamic energy, impeccable 
presentation. Using to perfection the 
three European languages, German, 
English, French, she will be touring 
Europe lecturing in universities, col
leges, community centers and fraterni
ties. She will convey the message that 
ecology, more than anything else, 
should bind all the people of Europe 
into one family, one Europe well suited 
to provide a lead to the world in its 
struggle to achieve a meaningful social 
and environmental equilibrium ... 

Whoever knows Niki Goulandri has 
no doubt that this "Woman of Europe" 
will achieve her goal to perfection ... 
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