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Voices from the rock deeper than sleep...( 
The mouth is a composite organ charged with serving a wide range of the organism’s different functions, sometimes indeed simultaneously. Chatterboxes speak even while chewing. We use the mouth to express both articulate and inarticulate sounds, to sing, smile, laugh, snore, whistle, blow and yawn. With the mouth we taste, we take in solid and liquid nourishment, we spit, we smoke, we spew, we give the kiss of life, and we vomit. In the mutual exploration of love the mouth contributes the alpha and sometimes the omega of pleasure. The mouth can substitute for the respiratory tract and, up to a point, for the hand. It can even be used as a weapon (by biting) or as a hiding-place for jewels and prohibited substances. By the contractions of the mouth and the accompanying facial expressions, interior desires, appetites, urges and emotions are externalized. Finally, it is through the mouth, some believe, that the soul leaves the body and that demons enter and depart. 

On account of its complex construction, varied use and multiple functions, the human mouth is an object of attention for doctors, aestheticians, physiognomists and all who are concerned with the socialization of the body and lay down rules of good behaviour, particularly at meals. Thus, especially in the past, the safest and most decorous thing was to keep your mouth closed. The open or even half-open mouth provoked reactions ranging from unease and annoyance to revulsion and panic. Thus the traditional nanny anxiously makes the sign of the cross over the mouth of a gaping infant. A person who hangs on the words of a teacher or orator with an open mouth provokes scornful comments from others in the vicinity. Aristophanes ridiculed the gullible and easily-led citizens of Athens as ‘Gapenians’, Kechēnaioi rather than Athēnaioi.  

And in art? Among animals, both carnivores and herbivores, the muzzle, jaws or beak can be shown, when occasion demands, as wide open. With monsters (Chimaera, Cerberus, Jonah’s whale) and hybrid beings (Satyrs, Fauns, Minotaur, Cyclops) as well as the Devil it is usual to show them with shark-like teeth. As a rule, tragic and comic masks and all kinds of decorative masks on fountains and door lintels have their mouths open. In general, the wide mouth serves to render the repugnant, the demonic, the disquieting, the macabre, the grotesque, the unseemly and the ridiculous. During the ascendancy of the Sublime and the Beautiful in traditional representational art, the open mouth was avoided if only for the fact that it destroyed the symmetry of the face. Among the strict aesthetes of classicism, such as Philostratus (Imagines 2.9), even a corpse’s mouth should retain its symmetry: ‘He [sc. Abrokomas] therefore lies with his mouth retaining its symmetry and, by Zeus, its beauty....’ Of course there are also exceptions, because sometimes the subject matter allows no room for avoidance, or because the artist wants to convey a dark terribilità – one of the forms of the Sublime.  Thus figures represented with an open mouth include bards, Dionysius’ Maenads, ecstatics (Bernini’s Rapture of St Theresa), lunatics (Max Ernst’s Lunatic, 1946), barbarians, the panting Seven against Thebes (terracotta from Pyrgi, around 480 B.C.), the scroll-eating Ezekiel and John of the Book of Revelation, the sobbing Magdalene, the metamorphosed Daphne, the abducted Persephone, Isaac on the altar, and sometimes the Crucified, Prometheus Bound, spirits aflame with patriotic fervour (see the relevant sculptures of François Rude and Auguste Rodin) and personifications such as Eloquence (Antoine Bourdelle). A rendering in profile offers a compromise solution, which in comparison with a relentlessly frontal view somewhat moderates the impression of repulsion, as in certain clever stratagems adopted, for example, by                 J. Rosenquist in his Study for Marilyn (1962). 

The aesthetic assessment of a half-open mouth lay at the centre of a seminal controversy between two great figures of the European spirit, Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717-1768) and Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-1781). According to Greek mythology, Poseidon’s priest Laocoon warned the Trojans of the disastrous consequences of allowing the wooden horse into their city. The Trojans had almost been persuaded to leave the Achaeans’ ‘gift’ outside their walls, when suddenly two enormous serpents appeared from Tenedos and coming out of the sea fell on the priest and his two sons. Virgil vividly describes the episode, emphasizing that Laocoon’s terrible cries reached up to the stars (Aeneid 2.222). 

A marble masterpiece representing Laocoon and his two sons in the final moments of their struggle for life was discovered in Rome in 1506. This group, regarded as an opus nobile even in antiquity, is a work of the Rhodian artists Agesander, Athenodorus and Polydorus, who worked in Rome in the last quarter of the first century BC, or according to some the first century AD. In his essay Gedanken über die Nachahmung der griechischen Werke in der Malerei und Bildhauerkunst (Thoughts on the Imitation of Greek Works in Painting and Sculpture) (1755) Winckelmann declares: ‘The general characteristic mark of Greek works of art is in the end a noble simplicity and quiet majesty in movement and expression. Just as the depths of the sea are always in a state of tranquillity however stormy the surface may be, so too the expression of Greek forms shows, even in the midst of suffering, a great and serene soul. 

Such a soul is expressed in the face of Laocoon – and not only in his face – through the most intense agony. The pain which is manifested in all the muscles and tendons and which, without looking at the face and other parts, one almost believes that one senses simply by looking at the abdomen tense with pain – this pain, I say, is rendered in spite of all this without any violent contraction in the face and the posture as a whole. Laocoon utters no fearful cry, as Virgil sings of his own Laocoon; the opening of the mouth does not permit it him; it is rather a groan full of agony, tormenting him, as Sadolet describes. The body’s pain and the soul’s majesty are distributed throughout the structure of the form with the same tension and are in some way balanced. Laocoon suffers, but he suffers like Sophocles’ Philoctetes: his pain touches our heart, but we would wish that we could bear the pain like this great man...’.

In his essay Laokoon: oder über die Grenzen der Malerei und Poesie (Laocoon, or on the Frontiers of Painting and Poetry) (1766), Lessing argues that certainly both the plastic arts and poetry represent nature but each by different means and through different rules and principles (‘signs’). Consequently, Horace’s saying, ut pictura poesis (‘painting and poetry are the same thing’), which of course goes back to Simonides, is erroneous. Poetry has as its means articulate speech, as its field of action the succession of time, and as its object human activity. Thus, even if it represents something ugly, it has the power to rectify the bad impression with the infinite variety of images which precede or follow it. For this reason even Virgil does not hesitate to show Laocoon screaming. 

By contrast the representational arts are at a disadvantage with regard to poetry, because with space alone as their field of action they can only represent a single moment, the most fruitful in meaning, of a temporal sequence. They must consequently choose this moment with the greatest rigor, because once it has been expressed it is immutable. For this reason the Rhodian artists, who naturally aimed at ideal beauty, sought to modify the unseemliness of the wide-open mouth. Instead of loud wailing they preferred an anxious and restrained groan. That is to say, instead of expressiveness they preferred the pursuit of harmony. 

The rules laid down by Lessing were regarded by many as perfectly acceptable, almost self-evident. But others, especially Romantic and Impressionist painters doubted their validity. The freeing of artistic expression from the bonds of neoclassic idealism and its conventions and proprieties was vigorously promoted by Expressionism. (Historians maintain that Expressionism was not an organized movement, but a ‘phenomenon’ with many centres in Central Europe). The expressionists, then, individualists but also left-leaning activists, set aside the laws of symmetry and attempted through the distortion of forms and garish colours to express their emotional struggles, their unbridled personal feelings, the baring of their souls, the anxieties of their epoch and their opposition to war. They did not falter in their search for extreme expressiveness in order to marry together disparate forms, to take apart and recombine the emotions, and of course to seek inspiration in primitivism. 

The Austrian playwright and essayist Hermann Bahr (1863-1934) wrote in the middle of the Great War (Expressionismus, 1916): ‘Man seeks his soul by howling; only a scream of agony rises up from our age. And art cries out in the darkness [...] the expressionist opens man’s mouth once again.’ I would add: ‘metaphorically and literally’. Many artists are regarded as precursors of expressionism: Dürer, Bosch, Grünewald, Michaelangelo, Greco, Goya and many others, great and small. Among its progenitors, however, we must reckon that anatomist of the tormented soul, Edvard Munch (1863-1944). His emblematic work is of course The Scream (1893). From the nightmarish concentric circles of this polychrome scream, this ‘De profundis clamavi’ there comes a purple thread which may be traced to our own day. Important moments are marked by Rilke (‘Wer, wenn ich schriee’), the Guernica (Picasso’s most expressionist painting), Bacon with his Studies after Velazquez’ Portrait of Pope Innocent X, and of course Allen Ginsberg’s Howl.  

Eugenia Dimitrakopoulou has devoted herself to the mastery of that most Greek of the fine arts, sculpture. She inherited her talent and love for this demanding form of expression from her father, a lawyer by profession, who had been an amateur sculptor in his youth. Eugenia, like other practitioners of Daedalus’ art, lives and works in Aegina, Pindar’s ‘hospitable land’ (Nemean Odes 5.12), which in antiquity gave the Greek world courageous sea-fighters, shrewd merchants, hardened athletes and famous makers of statues. Of the products of her hands that she has finally decided to exhibit, twelve are worked in the very hard volcanic stone resembling the structure of porphyry which comes from the Mountain of the Panhellenic Zeus. Nine are carved in a hard limestone, eight are in a matt bronze which absorbs the light and six are modelled in clay. Some of these stones have already been worked to a certain extent by the running water of torrents and by that ‘impetuous sculptor of men’ and stones, Time. 

Most of the works have been given proper names derived from the heroes of Greek mythology and from natural elements which were sometimes personified and worshipped as divinities. We see Aeacus, the first king of Aegina and judge of the Lower World, Agamemnon, who died a violent death, Aegialeus the son of Adrastus, Gaia, Helios, Pontos, etc. Perhaps there is a hidden allusion here: in the Gigantomachy frieze from the Altar of Zeus at Pergamon among other figures personifications of natural elements are also represented, such as Helios (Sun), Hemera (Dawn), the Four Winds, Ge (Earth) and Pontos (Sea). 

Very often the hasty viewer ignores the titles given to works – a great mistake. In poetry the subsidiary elements (title, motto, time and place – and perhaps we should also add the name of the actual poet) shed light on the obscure ‘mind’ of the poem. Similarly, in visual works the title, without being absolutely binding, sometimes proves to be a guiding thread enabling us to trace the artist’s intentions. It therefore constitutes the first ‘reading’ of the work. 

Apart from the names, a first glance at these strange, for the most part supine, heads (as a group I would call them ‘Praxidikai’ – those extremely ancient goddesses of retribution who are represented only as disembodied heads) is sufficient to transport us to that silent world, sunk in the void of time, of prehellenic and Hellenic sculpture. Nevertheless, influences may also be detected from the early age of popular stone-carving. The morphological stimuli, then, derive from the Cycladic figurines, the Daidalos style, the half-finished Kouroi (for example, that of Naxos), but also from Hellenistic plastic art, both decorative painting and that which aimed at the expression of intense emotion. I take it for granted that the sources of inspiration need also to include ghosts, both benevolent and otherwise, dreams and reveries, which are the well opened up to the abyss and ‘one rejoices greatly in them as works of art’ (Dionysios Solomos, Works, ed. L. Polites, ii. 227). There are also cases where the primeval form of this difficult-to-work material guides the sculptor’s chisel.       

I shall dwell here only on a single detail, a motif that occurs in most of the works: the open mouth. The morphological models, or at least the points of departure must be sought in representations of chiefly tragic masks. Even when it serves a theatrical purpose or carnival celebration the mask preserves something of the sorcery of its more remote origin in magic rites. ‘Mascha’ (hence masque, mask) in Late Latin means ‘sorceress’. The wearer of a mask induces a trance, falls into an ecstasy and becomes estranged from the self, and from his or her own age and sex. Finally he or she is transformed into some other superior or inferior person, or even into an animal, a monster, or a god. The mask mediates between worlds (death masks), provokes unease, mocks, gives pleasure, seduces, offers a cover for erotic adventures, and hides the transgressor from the law. Behind the mask is the stranger, the chance encounter, Outis or Nemo. Someone who experimented with the multiple significance of the mask throughout his life (apart from Picasso) was one of the turn of the twentieth century’s most gifted painters, the idiosyncratic and unique Belgian, James Ensor (1860-1949). Of course, authentic masks dating from antiquity do not survive because they were made from perishable materials. But decorative and votive masks made of marble or metal have been preserved, as well as representations of them on vase-paintings and in mosaics. 

Apotropaic forms may also be included in the same class as masks. These are representations which according to the role of analogy (like things against like) have the mysterious power of neutralizing malign influences and averting evil. The best known apotropaic form from Greek antiquity is the Gorgoneion, the frightful and at the same time ridiculous head of the mortal Gorgon, Medusa (i.e. the Sovereign Mistress) who expresses the extreme type of otherness. ‘The Gorgon head of terrible fearfulness’ (Odyssey 11.634), which even when cut off retains its power to turn into stone, is represented with the mouth open and the tongue hanging out. If the artist has touched the limits of art, like Caravaggio in his Medusa, then the viewer too, who according to the Gorgonian principle wins by averting the threat (F.V. 82B23), will hear the screech of Evil which freezes to stone. (But who terrified Medusa? Was it her image in the mirror?) It is from this heritage, then, of petrified fear, masks and apotropaic images that Eugenia Dimitrakopoulou takes her ‘pattern and counsel’. 

Thus (‘speak, cunningly wrought sound of stone’) Agamemnon’s mouth recalls the climax of the famous murder, the ‘Oh I am wounded’ and the ‘Oh again and again’ (Aeschylus, Agamemnon 1343 and 1345). Ajax’s refers to the hero’s plea on the Mountain from the depths of his being to his father, Zeus the cloud-gatherer, to open the fountain of the sky. Gaia, the universal mother, utters oracles or beseeches Athena to spare the life of the young winged Giant. The vow of the murderer or the groaning of the victim are represented respectively by the helmeted warrior and the violently slain Aegialeus, one of the Epigonoi. 

In spite of the advice of the theorists, the bolder spirits among the creators sought to transcend the boundaries between the arts, and even to merge the arts together. Moreover, the language itself and the lack of co-ordination between the senses encouraged this interpenetration. The grammarians classify these cases under the figure of ‘one sense-perception for another’: synaesthesia, or simultaneous awareness. Homer’s cicadas (Iliad 3. 152) pour out their melody which has the colour (or perhaps delicacy?) of the lily. Fearful, the chorus of women in the Seven against Thebes (103) sees the clash and clamour of arms. For Baudelaire (Correspondances) smells, colours and sounds correspond to each other. For Arthur Rimbaud (Voyelles) vowels have colours. The sensibility encouraged by romanticism, mysticism and symbolism acquired a pivotal position in the experimentation and theoretical explorations of poets, visual artists, composers (audition colorée) from as early as the middle of the nineteenth century. The problem is discussed at length by Wassily Kadinsky, who revolutionized our approach to representational art, in his essay Über das Geistige in der Kunst (Concerning the Spiritual in Art), 1912. 

Sculptors complain that the boundaries of their art are narrow and that the literature on their subject is relatively small. In compensation, however, the works of traditional sculpture at least are apprehended by two senses, sight and touch, or according to Rodin, touch and sight (for which reason, moreover, Johann Gottfried Herder regarded sculpture as superior to painting, which is apprehended only by sight). Poetry, by contrast, in spite of declarations about ‘painting that speaks’ (Simonides in Plutarch, Moralia 346), if we except typographical conceits, or calligrammes, and so-called konkret Poesie, is apprehended only by hearing and its pitiful substitute, silent reading. Nevertheless, the representational arts, each with its own weapons, have an appetite for extending themselves into neighbouring fields. The aesthetes encourage the bolder spirits. Philostratus in his Imagines deifies the paintings in which other senses besides sight play a role, for example: ‘I also admire the dew on the roses and say that he has painted these with their aroma’ (Imagines 1.2) The open mouth, then, is also able, if the artist is adequate to the task, to stimulate an audial perception, to create the illusion that the inert matter comes to life and speaks or cries out. A work regarded as a triumphant achievement of this Luciferian ambition is Myron’s Lowing Cow, which many epigrammists praised, especially Leonidas of Tarentum, Palatine Anthology 9. 724: 

The heiffer, it seems to me, is lowing; so Prometheus

was not alone; you too Myron create living beings.

Apart from Mimesis with a capital M, the ‘representation’ of nature and life, there is another version which recognized authorities – teachers and theorists – eagerly recommend to the young and the inexperienced. Mimesis does not mean imitation or a dead subservience to the hallowed models of the past; it means studying, gleaning valuable elements from, doing exercises à la manière de, renewal through, emulation of, and entering into debate with, the great artists. Dionysius Longinus, who has left as a record of his views not only on literature but also on music and painting, suggest in On the Sublime (13.2) that there is also another path which leads to the heights, a creative rivalry with the great figures of the past. The young fighter who breaks a lance with an established master, even if he is defeated, does not suffer dishonour. This approach, which is shared by very many distinguished artists, as may be seen in their writings and most of all in their work (for example, Rodin), is summarized by Solomos in his celebrated saying (Works i. 99): ‘But who told you to [...] – Who told me? The secret of my art and the example of the great.’

In his Mythistorema George Seferis sets down two verses from Arthur Rimbaud as his motto: ‘Si j’ai du goût, ce n’est guère, Que pour la terre et les pierres’. In this miniature arranged in the twenty-four units of Homer’s Odyssey, the words ‘stone’, ‘rock’, ‘marble’ and ‘statue’ frequently recur. As a rule, the stones and statues are broken. In the association of Seferis’s landscape with easily read symbols (the ‘large stones’ and the ‘marble head’ represent the weight of ancestral culture) Aegina must have made a contribution, for it was a place where the poet liked to spend his summer holidays, a place of refuge and reverie, especially after he had met Maro. I have the impression that the work exhibited by Eugenia Dimitrakopoulou, taken as a whole, constitutes a sensitive visual commentary on this world steeped in stone which also inspired the poet. 

What grows naturally is the strongest of all’ (Pindar, Olympian Odes 9.100). Eugenia’s talent, however, has been helped by ‘the toil of the file and the passage of time’ (Horace, Ars Poetica 291). And for that reason she is justified, like those ancient Greeks, in desiring nothing but praise.
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