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The battlefield of existence 
The discs seem almost weightless, but they weigh tons. Their silhouettes look graphic and twodimensional,yet they are massive, voluminous sculptures. Six meters high, the three steel forms are attached to a rectangular base also made of steel. It may sound absurd given their enormous weight, but the metal plates seem to dance or float or play some other airy game that counteracts their powerful material presence. The artwork that fully occupies the courtyard of the Benaki Museum is formidable, the largest project that Venia Dimitrakopoulou has ever realized. This kind of work cannot be created alone, and it was important—even essential—for the artist to work together among others, with structural engineers, technicians, craftsmen, photographers, and a composer.

Dimitrakopoulou loves interdisciplinary collaboration. It is part of her artistic process, and she exudes joy when she talks about it. A suitable foundation had to be found. How could the base interact with the museum courtyard? How could it support the demanding statics of the large sculpture? These are both sculptural and structural issues, and the advice of the structural engineer was particularly important. The choice of iron as the material was clear to the artist from the very beginning. But how should it be arranged, be processed? These, too, were important issues that Dimitrakopoulou discussed with experts. In the end, she opted for raw steel plates that show processing marks and slight corrosion as naturally as aged skin displays wrinkles.                       Only a transparent protective layer prevents them from rusting completely. The steel is supposed to look the way it did when it left the factory and when it is exposed to nature. The raw surface is important to the artist, so she dispensed with the option of controlled rusting of Cor-Ten steel,          a method used by Richard Serra and other artists for iron sculptures.

The most complicated technical challenge was the interior of the twenty-centimeter-thick steel plates. While at first glance they look massive, sophisticated constructions with supporting structures inside the plates enable one of them to stand freely on a single point in a natural-looking way, and another to be held in place at a flat angle of inclination—it seems to be falling yet “frozen” in the moment, to defy the laws of gravity. Nor could the third disc, which is bent and resting on the smaller section, stand the way it does without being anchored to the baseplate. Civil engineers Nikos Avgerinos and Kostas Papantonopoulos tinkered with it and performed calculations for         a long time before coming up with an ingenious solution. What seems to be assembled in block-like fashion as though for eternity, actually consists of different parts that can be transported well and put together and taken apart relatively easily. The Greek steel manufacturer Sidenor S.A. provided the material. The Athens-based company Veta, which specializes in laser cutting technology, milled out the parts with millimeter accuracy, with the guidance of George Sakaloglou.Finally, the production engineer Panagiotis Kagkaris, a specialist νfor metal construction, and his team assembled and welded together the compartments in an industrial area in Athens. Like the long preparation and planning period, the final mounting was also an essential phase of the development process.

The monumental sculpture is not devoid of content, let alone pure geometry; it embodies and symbolizes Dimitrakopoulou’s conception of Promahones, the title of the work. The Greek word existed back in antiquity. It means bastion, stronghold,rampart, or bulwark, but in a figurative sense stands for any kind of protection against threats from the outside. “But didn’t promahones always have a lot to do with technology and craftsmanship?” says the artist as she discusses the genesis of the work and her collaboration with all of the specialists. After all, even ancient ramparts and defensive walls were examples of how protection, defense, and battle have fueled human beings’ technical acumen throughout history.
In an impressive display of reduction, Dimitrakopoulou inscribed her vision of Promahones in the geometry of the three steel discs. Long, narrow crenellations are cut out of the curves, accentuated by long incised lines in the surface and a few residual stumps in the interstices. Thus, it looks as though the sections in between have broken off. The stone blocks of true defensive walls, which enable quick alternation between shooting and seeking protection, are executed by imitrakopoulou in a material and in a form that is not very practical for fighting. Her aim was not to produce a true representation, but to convey an idea and a vision, to play with dream images and materialization. The “serrated” discs trigger all kinds of associations. We think of a section of a bastion that might be seen through a round field glass; of a round crest which in a surreal transformation suddenly becomes an oversized piece of a battlement; or perhaps simply of punched-out steel pieces created in an industrial process. For Dimitrakopoulou, however, the relationship is clear. The teeth stand for the crenellations of a bastion. Here the word “epalxeon” takes on another meaning. In the formulation “epi ton epalxeon” (which roughly translates as “upon the ramparts”), it means being in a state of alertness, being awake. 
The three steel discs with their fragile battlements and precarious statics are an open artwork. Whether they are seen as copy or symbol, impression or expression, allegory or metaphor depends on the interpretation and sensitivities of the viewer. Nothing is what is seems to be, yet everyone will see something unmistakably massive in Promahones, and something threatening due to the immense materiality. The contradictions of the work cannot be resolved. The dialectic of heavy material and light and airy arrangement, the opposition between the steel discs’ monumental impression and their constructed interior, between outside and inside, heavy and light, massive and hollow—everything is part of the same idea. The eyes are deceived, the senses inspired, the large sculpture emphasizes its weight and power yet conceals the technical means that enable the work to be what it is.

It all began three years ago with an image from a dream. The artist repeatedly emphasizes that access to the unconscious, particularly images that appear in the moment of waking, are eminently important for her artistic production. “‘Who are we? ‘Where are we heading?’ In my work, these questions can be addressed in images or individual sentences,’” the latter found in Dimitrakopoulou’s paper and textual works, in which she captures her stream of consciousness excessively. This could not be done so directly in Promahones. “I had a lot of scruples. Was it appropriate in the face of this precarious crisis situation to realize such a massive, elaborate work? But then it dawned on me that the scale of the project could be a reaction to the challenges of our time. It calls for collaboration. Everyone works together, everyone contributes his or her specialized knowledge and abilities to achieve a common goal. This calmed my qualms about the effort involved.”
The meaning gradually crystallized for Dimitrakopoulou. “The massive element is in the process of falling, but it’s not actually falling. What is happening here? That became clearer and clearer to me over time. It’s about fears and threats, about resistance. But also about being flexible in a moment of danger.” For Dimitrakopoulou, art is a magical, at times terrifying illusion, namely, something that can come close to the truth yet only rarely captures it. “The shadows of the phenomenon are important. The trace in us of what we see.”
The shadows of the phenomenon: even during the preparation phase for Promahones, the artist experimented intensely with the effect of light on the sculpture based on a model. Assisted by the photographer Elias Eliades, she used the model to simulate all kinds of irradiations and light sources in her studio. In addition, she recorded the various chiaroscuro effects created between the discs, the “shadow theater” created by her discs and their battlements, first in the studio and later on the walls of the atrium of the Benaki Museum. For the illumination of the sculpture in the museum’s courtyard, Dimitrakopoulou collaborated closely with the film director Filippos Koutsaftis. Then, there was the sensory experience created by the sound. Here, too, interdisciplinary collaboration played an important role. Together with the composer Pablo Ortiz, she recorded the sounds made when the steel was tapped, beaten, or manipulated in some other way, and recorded them. The sounds add another experiential dimension to Promahones. The archaic form of the bastions, the modern reduced geometry, the industrial steel, the corrosion of the surface, light and shadow, and finally the sound—all of this spawns a multilayered sensory experience, archaic and absolutely contemporary at the same time. 
When confronted with the heavy geometric shapes, we think of the abstract monumental steel sculpture of postwar modernism, above all of Richard Serra, but also of certain works by Anthony Caro; of David and Royden Rabinowitch, of the disc works of Tony Rosenthal, or, to cite an example from a faraway place, of Concretismo in Brazil, where Luis Sacilotto worked with very similar serrations and Amilcar de Castro unfolded his steel discs, exhibiting them with seemingly fragile statics. The context of Constructivism and Minimalism is important for Dimitrakopoulou’s work, to be sure, but it cannot be fully grasped without a knowledge of antiquity. The ancient Greek culture in her home city Athens is always present, though not always visible. But it is above all Aegina, the once-mighty island in the Saronic Gulf off the coast of Athens—where the artist has      a house and a studio in the mountains and spends a lot of time throughout the year—that has had   a strong impact on her work. It was here that she found the volcanic stone she used to create her archaiclooking warrior heads after 2000. “The archaic sculpture preceding classical Greek sculpture has always fascinated me. Not only the forms, but also the mysterious smiles of the figures, even when they are wounded.” The roughly hewn masks, reduced almost like prehistoric art—eye sockets, schematic bridges of the nose, mouth openings—bear the names of mythical figures such as Agamemnon, Aiakos, and Aigialeus. “The warriors and heroes spring from the collective memory that all of us Greeks have within us.” 
After the stone from Aegina came fragile handmade paper, on which Dimitrakopoulou put flowing frameworks of lines, symbolic spots of color, and litany-like sentences. “The large pieces of paper hanging from the walls like the shirt of Nessus, which burned Heracles’ skin so painfully, were another kind of battlefield on which the eternal inner struggles of humans are played out.”
Subsequently, the artist returned to sculpture, this time in entirely new dimensions and in                  a completely different aesthetic context. The culture from which it stems, Greek tradition since antiquity, and not least the forms that arise from unconscious images, link together the heterogeneous blocks of works. What is the cosmos? Where are we heading? The traces in us of that which we see: Venia Dimitrakopoulou does not want to patronize us with explanations, but to illustrate what moves us.
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