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VENIA DIMITRAKOPOULOS

OR

TIMELESS MEMORY


The motif of the heads of statues of the fallen or expiring is prominent in the artist’s work. She gives them names which date back to pre-hellenic times, when the elite among the human beings and the gods used to fight to the death. Certain photographs, which she herself has taken, juxtapose the work of her hands and the rough and bare landscape of the island of Aegina, where she lives and has set up her studio. The juxtaposition with this basaltic context sheds light upon the original locations which have inspired her work. These heads, which death or the horror of death awaits, or which have already petrified, that is to say, turned into stone (etymology is key here…), constitute the exact antithesis of the glory of battles where they would confront the adversary, which one might simply call adversity, in their sparkling armour.


The contrast is as violent as the volcanic landscape which reveals the earth – Gaia – in all of its harshness. Similarly violent is the light which contributes to the stripping of the ground. In contrast, this frenzied negativity is the very condition of uncompromising purity. Nothing escapes the light here.

*


The theme developped in Venia Dimitrakopoulos’ major work, the Promahones (panels harrowed with heavy metal), easily resonates with the suggestions above. Here, it is a matter of violence and war as well. The colossal power which emanates from this landscape – isn’t the expression « works of war » used in military language? – is born of the will to war which has forged the destiny of people and civilizations from time immemorial.


These panels offer a wide spectrum of interpretations, which is the prerogative of abstract art, loudly and clearly proclaimed by the artist. This obvious polysemy is the purveyor of a rare symbolic richness. The double sense of the word simultaneously evokes fortifications, created by the ingenuity of the strategists, and the men of the vanguard, eager to do battle. The image of the drawbridge is essential here as well. The image of the half-raised, half-lowered drawbridge evokes, when raised, the last chance to avoid death and — when lowered — the penetration, by treachery, into the citadel of the « holy Ilium ». It would be an understatement to say that the war of Troy haunts the artist almost everywhere.


Yet what would this demonstration of power amount to, if the work itself did not make matter sing? The play of light and shadow which it enables resonates with the « pianistic » musicality of the keyboard which these upright portcullis compose. A few colors mysteriously appear here, as in the works of the painter Pierre Soulages, who had orchestrated a majestic play of blacks, flat or shiny, yielding a certain steel blue. In this case, the enchantment is the same as in that of Venia Dimitrakopoulos.

*

The works on paper are also eloquent and deliver a rich polysemy. By the stringing of its threnodies, dirges, calls, supplications, which do not fail to evoke the heavy sobs which punctuate the songs of the Iliad, the tunic of Nessus allows one to catch a glimpse — interiorized whispers — of the devouring fire of life…

The artist undertakes a series of variations upon a theme. The shells, which she scatters all over another tunic, make one think of the backwash of the seaside which mixes and rolls pebbles and shells. Quieting down, this tumult elicits parallel ondulations as does the light breeze upon the see. The fluting of the Greek columns isn’t far ! The recurrent motif of ionic capitals at their crown and the harmonious waves of their volutes allow Venia Dimitrakopoulos to introduce, into the series of tragic masks, the smile of a korê in a finely pleated tunic. Little color here as well : these are the colors of Mother Earth, gray or blackish, sometimes ochre. Here, lightness is allied with power.

*

This masterwork is based upon a continual meditation which can be summed up in a question: Why ? One knows that the spirit is set free by this very act. The human being realizes that it is mortal, and this is sublimely expressed in the Iliad: « A day will come when the holy Ilium will perish. » The destiny (moira) of the human being is surely tragic. The artist knows this better than anyone, even if the choir in the tragedies extols measure and calls punishment down upon the hybris ceaselessly displayed by the heavily armed warriors.

Even if references to the great Greek myths are overabundant in this work, the presence of these enigmatic « masks » (prosôpa) in their surroundings of rough stone eloquently speaks of a successful alliance between archaism and modernity.

Florence de Lussy
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