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Promahones at the Atrium of the Benaki Museum
Sculpture is the art of transformation par excellence. Occupying all three dimensions of space it either offers a realistic portrait of the physical world, or uses abstract forms to explore the world of ideas; it employs materials that ensure its permanence, or makes its survival an ephemeral matter; but above all, it excites our sensibility, both as an actual practice and a conceptual exercise through mass and the substance of form, texture, and surface, its real physical being in space, and the impression it leaves in the mind.

Venia Dimitrakopoulou’s practice is securely poised along the fault line between contemporary preoccupations and the sculptural lessons of the past. Her sculpture is deeply influenced by traditional aesthetic values, materials, and methods. It navigates the convoluted terrain of (art) history, invariably searching for those interfaces through which contemporary reality flows into it. Dimitrakopoulou invents and reshapes form, using an extensive range of media with remarkable ease, and is always ready to experiment with scale—alternating between the intimacy of small-scale sculpture and the monumentality of its large-scale counterpart. She explores the potential and particular behavior of her chosen medium, whether stone, clay, metal, or even something as fragile as paper, conspicuously aiming to breathe life into the forms born of her chisel, the objects shaped by her hands, the spaces inhabited and architecturally determined by her constructions. In this manner, her materials become an armor of sorts for her art, one that is both physical and mental, and simultaneously embody an inner monologue, a stream of consciousness that makes one think of her forms almost as autonomous, self-existent beings.

Over time Dimitrakopoulou has presented an array of work in which the material seems to determine the formal makeup of her sculptures while evoking historical reference, revealing details about its time and place of origin, and fulfilling a desire to tell the work’s “personal” story, a hidden key to interpreting and viewing the work within the actual space it inhabits. 

It is from this perspective that one should approach her Heads series (2008–09), archetypal figures of ancient warriors carved in hard material such as andesite (a kind of volcanic rock found on the island of Aegina), hard plaster, or bronze, contemporary witnesses of a journey through history, commanding space and captivating the eye as a deafening silence escapes their gaping mouths; her male and female torsos, exercises in microsculpture wherein bodies and their movement are rendered in minute detail (Mortars, 2007), and put through the test of togetherness (Couple, 2007); or the “reverse” logic of depicting the power of the human mind through monumental sculptures that far transcend the scale of the natural world (With My Thoughts, 2010). 
Conversely, in Life-Giving Spring (2011), this animating force imparts a sculptural quality to the artist’s own hands as they ceaselessly perform the molding gesture, giving clay its shape, giving and taking life away through the making and breaking of form. The sculptures that were the result of this manual exercise were made part of a recent installation presented in Athens 
(Mapping Oneself, Blue Building, Exarcheia, Athens, 2011): there, in what is an intimate domestic environment, Dimitrakopoulou created a work using sheets of delicate paper, setting up a space of introspection and charting a personal psychogeography geared towards liberating the artist’s thoughts and emotions via the objects of her labor.

In her most recent work, presently on view in the Benaki Museum atrium in Athens, Dimitrakopoulou seems to be performing a complete volte-face, turning her back on the “fragile” the nature of previous installations and opting instead for the hardness of metal, and for the specific conditions typical of an architecturally defined outdoor space. Promahones comprises a series of independent monumental sculptures presented with the challenge of assimilating into the built outdoor environment of an emblematic museum. Made out of metal, the artist’s sculptural composition taps the tradition of metal working as a key medium of abstraction and Minimalism, at the same time that it seems to be adopting certain site-specific qualities bound ultimately to influence the viewer’s overall experience of the work. As a result, Promahones sheds light on that in-between step that takes us from the sculptural object to the art of installation, and on the artist’s particular choice to give space a vital role in the creative outcome. 
Dimitrakopoulou’s references and inspiration come from the rich sculptural heritage of abstraction and its simplification of form. Her sculptural practice is based on the creative investigations of Minimalism, and on a preference for industrial materials and related techniques. It places emphasis on the work’s formalist qualities by means of a rigorously structured geometric form, while downplaying the importance of providing some sort of record of the creative process. The artist adopts the use of 
welded iron and puts her trust in the potentially independent expressive dynamics of sculptural form and material. Yet, at the same time, the “scenographic” quality of the work’s installation across the museum’s open-air space becomes a vehicle for 
exploring the artwork’s ways of relating to its surroundings, the physical and visual relationships it may form with its viewers, and, lastly, its ability to create new spaces, to set up new environments within which viewers may experience the actual properties of form, the weight of the material and texture of the surface, and be prompted to reflect in turn on that experience.1
As to the work’s meaning, Dimitrakopoulou already tips viewers off in the title and goes on to visualize that choice by means of the strict architectural arrangement of her composition. Through its geometry Promahones evokes the fighting platforms known as bastions, a feature of defensive architecture built at intervals on a castle’s curtain walls to reinforce its line of defense. The pattern employed here references the earliest round version of these fortifications whose purpose was to cover “dead ground” or “blind spots” in the castle’s main line of defense, strongholds that offered a defensive vantage point.2
In visual terms, the artist devises an architectural composition marked for its expressive poignancy and for the rhythm echoed in the alternation of surfaces across space. Sculptural form here serves the purpose of architectural design: it helps shape an environment that is energized by a succession of gaps and viewer reception areas. These openings within the work’s space, and the changes in pace they impel, set the stage for the interaction of viewers and artwork and permit the former to get a particular sense of both the space around them and their own place in it. The work’s monumental character seems to further underscore the “play” between key elements such as human form, scale, and arrangement: Dimitrakopoulou makes the most of her subject, producing a series of large-scale forms that force the viewer into a confrontation with the work’s scale, which far exceeds the viewer’s own. To fully grasp the work, viewers need both to step away and look at it from a distance and immerse themselves in it, to experience it as something that contains them. At any rate, the distance between sculptural object and viewing subject enhances experiential insight into the work, which directly depends on the viewers physically engaging the work.3
Venia Dimitrakopoulou’s monumental sculptural installation is on view at the Benaki Museum, on Pireos Street. Even though the first impression one gets of the museum upon arrival is that of an enclosed space, a rigidly constructed architectural shell, Promahones is there to welcome visitors to the atrium, where architectural rules are turned upside down, so that qualities like transparency, a sense of depth, a layering of soft materials, and mobility along exposed ramps can take the lead investing the space with a “peculiar theatricality.”4
Inside this vibrant space, whose spare architecture is open to the changes of light and variations of outside conditions, which fills with the flow of movement across it, Dimitrakopoulou’s installation manages to fit in and interact with the particular characteristics of its surroundings, while presenting visitors with a strong sensuous stimulus and challenging their spatial perception. The atrium is recast in the presence of the sculptural forms in Promahones, which seem to lend the space some of the emblematic qualities of the architecture that inspired them, and at once imbue it with a meditative spirit, a sense of secrecy, of rallying one’s forces that is pervasive in the historical references the work revives. Moreover, as natural and artificial light changes through the day and night so does the visual effect of metal surfaces, and a choreography of shadows is set in motion causing the imprint of the works on the space around them to travel incessantly. Therefore, the experience of the work is never static: as viewers contemplate it or wander through it, every slight alteration to the installation’s environment encourages a poetic investigation into the worlds of sight and perception. By virtue of the work’s interaction with the space around it, its distinctive geometric clarity and monumental form are rendered open to “transformation,” and thus invite different readings that are implicit in the variable conditions of its display, instead of restricting the work to a kind of solipsistic self-determination. 

Venia Dimitrakopoulou’s Promahones belongs to the tradition of sculptural abstraction. The work is distinguished by its expressive accomplishment, its self-contained design and form. Yet, the fact that it becomes complete only as a site-specific lived experience, and, hence, the relationship it necessarily forms with the particular characteristics of the space within which it is presented, set it apart from so-called “parachute sculptures” (Fallschirm-Skulpturen),5 works unconcerned about interacting with the space that receives them. More importantly, though, this continuous perceptual process grants us the “right” of approaching Dimitrakopoulou’s installation from a multiplicity of viewpoints to ultimately reveal as many aspects and dimensions as there may possibly be to a dynamic work of art.
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See Robert Morris, “Notes on Sculpture 1–3,” in Art in Theory 1900–1990: An Anthology of Changing Ideas, Charles Harrison and Paul Wood, eds. (Oxford, UK and Cambridge, MA, 1992), pp. 818–19. In Robert Morris’s view of the sculptural object: “ . . . The major aesthetic terms are not in but dependent upon this autonomous object and exist as unfixed variables that find their specific definition in the particular space and light and physical viewpoint of the spectator. Only one aspect of the work is immediate: the apprehension of the gestalt. The experience of the work necessarily exists in time. . . . The object itself has not become less important. It has merely become less self important.” 
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Bastions were usually fitted with small doors at the rear, invisible to those outside the walls, secret passages through which warriors could withdraw within the castle’s curtain wall.
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See Douglas Crimp, On the Museum’s Ruins (Cambridge, MA, 1997), p. 167. Interaction between artwork and space and experiential perception of the former at the atrium of the Benaki Museum are paramount to the artist. This becomes obvious if one considers that, although Dimitrakopoulou has created a series of photographs depicting Promahones, these are in fact treated as a separate work in themselves rather than a form of documentation of how the sculptures were actually presented. In this she seems to echo Richard Serra’s view on experiencing sculpture inside the space where it is displayed: “If you reduce sculpture to the flat plane of the photograph, you are passing on only a residue of your concerns. You are denying the temporal experience of the work. You are not only reducing the sculpture to a different scale for the purposes of its consumption, but you are denying the real content of the work. At least with most sculpture, the experience of the work is inseparable from the place in which the work resides. Apart from that condition, any experience of the work is a deception.” 

4

Maria Kokkinou and Andreas Kourkoulas, “I syskevasia tou polytimou,” in Odos Pireos 138: To neo ktirio tou Mouseiou Benaki (Athens, 2004), p. 44. In his contribution to the same volume Panayiotis Tournikiotis points out that “The introverted character of the museum’s exterior is reversed on the inside and the building seems to open up around an interior patio surrounded by glass walls, galleries, and an inclined ramp seen behind a metal screen at the far end. Everything seems to revolve around that atrium—the movement of people, natural light and how it is manipulated, the installation of exhibits.” See also Panayiotis Tournikiotis “To chroma tis polis einai mia praksi architektonikis,” in ibid., p. 38.
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See Walter Grasskamp, “Invasion aus dem Atelier,” in Walter Grasskamp, Unerwuenschte Monumente: Moderne Kunst im Stadtraum (Munich, 2000), p. 151. Walter Grasskamp coins the term to describe sculptures installed in public or outdoor spaces that appear to have “invaded their surroundings direct out of the artist’s studio,” where they have been created with no apparent concern for the individual features and shifting realities of the space they are meant to occupy. From the mid-nineteen-sixties to the mid-seventies, examples of this kind of art-in-public-space often took the form of modernist abstract sculptures, usually blown-up copies of original work found in museums and galleries. For a more detailed analysis, see, Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity (London and Cambridge, MA, 2004), pp. 57–69.

ΑΡΧΕΙΟ ΒΕΝΙΑΣ ΔΗΜΗΤΡΑΚΟΠΟΥΛΟΥ

                                                                                                        5

