lan Vorrss ACA I3
'2__': ﬁ.ﬂ_a_._,]- 2.-?

TITLE:

IN THE RIVER OF HERACLEITUS, A ULYSSES IN SEARCH OF A NATIONAL AKD

INTERNATIONAL IDENTITY IN ART.

Ladies and Centlemen:

The title of my speech today iz "Ia the river of Heracleitus, a Olysses in

gearch of a natiomal and international idencicy in art”.

Poetic symbolism put aside, this iz an analysis of the parallel and eften

intervoven development of Greek national and intecrnational art.

"Fanta rel” - everything flows, everything is perpetual chango = was the
wmiversal sotte of Craek philosopher Heracleitus in the 6th century B.C.
The flow of centuries have proved hiz more than righet in the history ef
human creacivity. Yet within this ceaseless flow, this relentlecs change,
;hich. Heracleitus contends, does not even permit one to step into the same
river twice, there are, nevertheless, certain clearly discernible patterns
that repeat themselves and which constitute the continuing thread of human

history, linking the past with the living yet ever changing present.

One of the =ost persistent and recurrent patterns in the history of art and
human ereativity, you will agree, ladies and gentlemen, is the 'Ulysses
Syadrome', the return of humanity and the Western world in particular back
to Gremce for spirituval and artistic guidance, inspiration and rejuvena-
tion. HWobody can refuce this irrefutable fact which is an endemic pheno—

=enon of all ages in the history of art and western art im particular.



I am not, ladies and gentlemen, goimg to enter into the wsual hair-split-
ting over the exact meaning of what is art, what {5 national versus inter-
national arct, the role of art crities and art historlaps ete. Thowsands of
volumes have been and will be written on these subjects without a hope for
a general agreement. If anything, everybody agrees to disagree. I do not
have to refer you to the fonitmerable examples in the histery of art when
the greatest art critics and connoisseurs not only totally misunderstood
the artistic merits of thelr own age but the excellence of some of the
greatest artisecs of all tises. Suffice the sxample of the French impres-—
gionfists at the twurn of our century. Ewven the sophisticated Athenians of
the 5th century nearly ostracized the great Pericles and his architeet
Icetinus for building the Parthenon which they considered an expensive
extravaganza. It is indeed Fortunate that the artistiec currents of the
great river of Heracleltus are too powerful amd irrepressible to be eoz-
fined or directed by the whims of humanity ot by the barriers of human

oppinion and polirtical pressures.

"Art is proof for freedom™ it has been saild. Let art flow forth untrampled
and unchecked. Ir is the greatesc crown of 1iberty and human dignity there

i=.

Returning mow back te Grecce and the Ulysses Syndrome, one of the most per—
gistent gquestions asked is why and for what reason has Greeece and its ar—
tistic achfevements rewained the permanent magnet for most art. Ho con=
vincing answer has ever really been given and the Ulysses Syndrome is thus
destined to remain one of the great mysteries in the history of human cre—

ativity. Both national and intermational arc, it seems, are solidly



tied to the charriot of Greece, to varying degrees, as lomg as both

national and internacfienal art live and flourish.

It really dazzles the human mind and confounds the imagination if you con-
ceive, sven for an iastamce, the splendor of the great panorama of human
creativity, replenishing itself within the flow of time in the sacred
springs of Greek mythology and culture. What lumfinous ages in arc, what
spectacular individual creations have not emerged from this repetitive

pattern of the Ulysses Syndrome in the course of history!

The first sparkle of classicallnnd Hellenistie art is already apparent as
early as 800 A.D. in the great court of Charlemagne who was inspired by
antiquity. Even during the so called Dark Ages of the 12th te the léth
centuries the flame of Greece flickered =oakly yet steadilé through the
vaulted halls of Gothic and Romanesque Europe. This {licker of course
burst forth eventually into the classical brilliance that eaveloped the
15th and 16th centuries, the age of the Renaissance that continues to
dazzle us even today. A cluster of radiant stars, outshining each other,
filled our artistic firmament with ilmmortality. Bottieelli, Dilrer, Raphael,
Michelangelo, Dominico Theotokopoula, Palladio, the Fontalnebleau School,
Primaticeio and go many others imsortalized im thelr art cthe gencral

nestalgia for the sytholagy, culture and art of Grecce.

Unchecked, the classical spirit sweeps the 17th and 18th centuries as well,
the ages of the Baroque and the Rococo respectively, and this despite the
clain of both moveoents to originality and historical independence. Their
speclal manmerism, however, Is deeply rooted in the =ytholegy, landscape

and mood of elassiecal Greece. The Ulysses Syndrome Is carried to new



‘romantic heights by Caravaggle, Caracci, Bernini and Tieppolo in Italy,
Bibera and Velasquez in Spain, while Rubens and Rembrandt carry the torch
of Greece with wmonumental pathos and drama to the Lower Countries te the
Horth. 1In Franece, Poussin, Watteau, Boucher and Frangomard languish dream—
ily in idyllie Arcadia, in the company of muses and cupids relivipg the

sweet sinms of the ancient gods.

And as 1f, ladies and gentlemen, the :unquesis of the gods of Olympus were
not sufficlent wp to the 1B8th century, surprisingly enowgh the 19th toa,
vith hardly a fighet, fell equally prey to their irresistible charm and
authority. Mo wonder the 19th eentury has been called "Das Klassizistische
Jahrhundert™ (the classiecist century), immortalized by Canova in Italy,
Thorvaldsen fa Denmark, Klenze in Germany, the Palladian architecture in

England, to mention enly a few examples.

Coming mow to the 20th century, its true face is still not Fully revealed.
Who knows, we might still have surprizes. 1Its early roots, howewver, in the
great works of such piant originators and pace setters like Ecricauagde
Chirico, H@&lz}l. Cezanne, Kokoschka, Picasso, despite thelr trend for
abstraction, are fed by the Grecian spirit, as far as simplicity of forms

and compositions is concerned-

The Ulysses Syndreme, ladies and gentlemen, appears thus to have survived
up to our days as the most permanent patcern In the great flow of human
artistie ereativity. True enough, part of the same pattern 13 the recur=
rent redction and opposition by natlonal and international art to the

Syndrome ftself.



“Creece and always ancient Greece, never France! Mever the 19th century!
What a peculiar blindress!”, wrote an exasperated French critle in the

magazine "L'Artiste’ in 1831.

Tet bitter experlence, throughout the ages, has shown that all efforts to
break free from the Ulysses Syndrome, ko liberalize and pationalize so o
speak natiomal and international art, ultimarely proved catastrophic,
especially in the history of Western art. Inevitably degeneration and
decline set in. Whenever the ancient gods were removed from their pedestal
they brought dovn with them the age or times that dared perform the sacri-
lege. Our times, alas, serve as a conclusive and tragic example. For it is
generally agreed that on the eve of the 2lst century and in our own fin do
siele, national and intermational art, wich few exceptions, are steeped in
one of che greatest crisis in their history. In its frantic search for a
new identity, totally severed from the past, contemporary art from Deip
Painting, Op Art, Geometric Abstraction, Abstract Expressionism, Hard Edge,
Heo-Dada te Décollage, Hyperrealisaus, Magic Rénliﬁm, Socialist Realism,
Personal Mythelegies, Computer Art and much else appears to be dissipating
itself in a maze of shallow and ephemeral experimentations which have led

to a total fmpass. I will not be surprised if our own fin du sidcle or the

beglnning of the 2lst century will net be seeking the road back to Greece.

And why, ladies and gentlemen, worry or have a complex about it? The great
Picasse is the mwost wninhibiced of all when he admitted at the close of his
sensational career that if one would jor dowm on paﬁér all the roads he had
traversed In art and connect them with an outline, the faorm would represent
a Greek Minetaur. Plcasso was obviously not afraid of the Minotaur nor did

he require an Ariadne to lead hi=m eut of the labyrinth. He was content to



remain rooted In Greek soil. He had no worries over his Ulysses Syndrome.

If anything it was this Syndrome that helped him reach the wniversal hall

of fame.

Because of the unique role of Greek art In the destinies of international
art (and with Greek art I do not mean astrietly elassical, as I shall point
out very soon) contemporary Greek art 1s sore closely interwoven with
international art than any other national art I kmow. And this because
most international art, as we have seen, Is still sharing with national
Greek art the same source for reference and inspiration. The great Ulysses

Sydroze unites them both today as it has yestecday.

1f international art has falled se far te cut its long ties with the Greek
past, Gresk national art has ebvisusly no reason for dning‘an at all. Up
to this wery day it is tied to its own past with body and scul. Like
Prometheus, who gave fire and light to humanity, Greek national art is

inescapably bound to the granite foundations of Greece's shining history.

I think it s time, ladies and gentlemen, to cxamine closer and more histo—

rically this maglic souvrce of international inspiration.

Hoat people unfortunately are under the erroneous fspressiom that the =ain
and enly contribution of Greece to intermatlional culture and art is the

classical pericd. This constitutes, however, a great historical fallacy.

They overleok the fact that Athens of the 5th century B.C., the so called

classical age that still captivates us with Lts brilliance, is only a

fleeting moment in the pancrama of Greek art and culture, a mere 50 wyears



between the end of the Persian Wars in 480 B.C. and the start of the Pelo-
ponnesian War in 431 B.C. which spelled the end of the Greek city-state and

the predominance of Athens.

The "Geeek miracle', as it has been called, Is not just limited to the
"Golden Age' of the 5th century B.C. There are enormows eultural eras that
have preceded And gsucceaded ft. There is, for example, the brilliant pre——
classical art and culture of the 6th century B.C., and before it the
colourful Hycenean, Aegean and Mincan civilizations extending back to about
3000 B.C. All have in one way or another, consciously or uncensciously,

lefe their mark on intermational art of today.

Follewing the classical age, on the other hand, is the long period of Mace—
donian, Greek-Roman and Hellealstic cultures that did =much in shaping the

2ood and spirit of contemporary man.

Christianity, Iinfluenced and influencing, reshaped and rekindled the Greek
splrit imto the artistic, religiows and cultural brilliance of the Byzan—
tine empire, which spreading eastwards and to the Morth shaped the artis-
tic, religious and to a great extent cultural destinies of Russia and of
Eastern Europe, and even reaching out te this beautiful eountry in the

artiscic tradition of the Fianish Orthodox Church.

The great beacon of Byzantium alse 1lluminated for centuries Southern

Italy, the Balkans and the vhale ¥ear East penetrating as far South as

Echiopia im Africa. T



All the while however, through the flow of the milleniu=mg, following a
relacively independent and parallel course, the all embracimg spirit of
Greek folk art evolved, drawing eolourful and substantial ingredients from
ancient art and lore and from Byzantium, creating thus its own wversatile
character and artistic tradition. It is this folk art and culture which
sustalned Greesee's mational identity through cthe terrible burden of 400
years of Turkish occupation that starced with the fall of Constantinople in
1453 and ended with the Greek Revolution in 1821 that established modern

Greece.

It is a total distortion of history, ladies and gentlemen, Co believe that
during the 400 years of Turkish rule the artistiec spirit of Greece was
stifled or choked. On the contrary it took up the Eanncr of rosistance and
self-assertion creating a plethora of decorative and architectural arts
that constitute today a mainstream in the artistic history of modern
Greece. Soce of the most beautifwl and representative examples of this
folk art are scattered like jewels all ower Gr;tce. churches, monasceries,
Aegean island archictecture, pottery, wood carvings, ceramics, mosaics,

icons, paintings, handierafts, all of which millions of visitors admire on

their pilgrimage to Greece today.

Creelk folk are, throwgh the centuries, proved a major artistic influence
throughovt the Balkan peninsula, the Near East and the Mediterrancan basin
in general. It alsa serves today as the main source of inspiration noc
only to numerous Greak contemporary artists, butltu ;any leading European

and Americanm artistz as well, most af whom work ar have warked in Grecee.



We see thus, how through 400 wyears of Ottoman rule the Greek creative
spirit survived, bloosed and conquered. By the 19th ceatury the entire
Turkish empire, administratively and culturally, was to a great extent in
the hands of the Greeks, te the point in fact that Greece's leading histo—

rian at the time, Paparrigopoulos, serfously doubted the advisability and

ugefulness of the Creek revolution itself.

Greek Folk art, in its spectacular spread and growth through diverse civi-
lizations, seems to confirm the modern theory that folk art is nltimarely

the only art which is truly internatienal and there is really no other art

that can be defined as being natiomal.

From our quick retrospective journey, ladies and gentlemen, with Ulysses
and the Ulysses Syndrome as our gulde th-ough the Hcraclciéﬁn flow of time,
we see how national Greek art dravs its inspiration and its ralson d'Etre
from three distinct historic sources and whieh give it, so to speak, its

special "Creekness™. They are, Classical and Hellenistic antiquity, the

Byzantine era and folk art as it evolved through the centuries.

This special "CGreekness™, however, Is not easy to define, because of the
length and complexity of Greck history and the warlety of styles emanating
from these three artistic Sources. All three wvary radically from each
other in form and content. While preclassical, classical and hellenistic
art, for example, stressed a balance of form and conmtent, in Byzancine are
content was only important while folk art stressed a nalve approach to
reality. Contemporary Oreck art and its artists cope dextrously and

successfully with all three sources in a varlety of personal styles and

expressions.
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True enough Greek artists of today have a certain difficulty in assimilat-
ing and vnifying inte a single characteristic art the stylistic diversions
of these three zources. What fortunately has come to the rescus of many is
the all pervasive light and landscape of Greece. It is the exceptional
clarity of this light and the stark landscapes it {lluminates that capti—
vates us today as 1t has captivated friends and conquerors of Greece alike
throughout the ages. To many it is this light also that helds the key to
why so many brilliant ciwilizations sprang from the parched soil of Greece.
Today it serves as the fourth source of imspiration to Greek art, the

source that unites and permeates contemporary Greek art, giving ft its

special "Creelmess™.

We have thus seen how strong and multiple the bonds of national Greek art
are with its mational heritage. The Ulysses Syndrome 5ervés as both the
eross and the salvation on which contemperary Greek art is bound. The
Syndrome has served contemporary Greek art wery well. While many national
arts are golng through a phase of crisis or decline, Greek national arr,
especially painting and sculpture, are flourishing to an unprecedented
degree. As a leading collector of contemporary Greek art, I can assure yau
I fipd it difficulr, If not izpossible, to follow all the new promising
artists that appear every year. Neither has their Ulysses Syndreme in any
way gtifled their imaginarien, their individusl styles or prevented thes
from exploring new directionsz in the international world of the avant-
garde. Fortunately for Greek art the Ulysses Syndrome serves them well as

a multiple source of inspiration, of rejuvenation ard of national identity.
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It is exactly this question of mational identity which in younger councries
with shert histories becomes particularly vexing and disconcerting. I
recall when working in Canmada as a writer and art critic how this question
seemed to haunt the artistlic and literary circles of this dwanic country.
BEobertson Davies, one of Canada's leading literary figures, wrote about
this problem recently thus: "Our national attitude towards literature and
art is ambiguous. We ask gloomy questions about it: where is our great
poet? when will our writers reveal our natfomal identity? But whesa a hook
vhich is unmistakably about Canadians appears, it is greeted with some
embarrassment. Our dezand for a national literature fs like an octery for

portrait painters in a country where nohody wants to be a sittec”.

Of course in younger countries the near total freedem from the burden of
the past and the continuous search for a natienal identity is in itself a
refreshing source of creativity and experimentation. But the gquestion is,

as we have seen, where does this search ultimately lead to?

In Greecce too, as wicth incernational art, contemporacy artists Ery to Break
the bonds wicth the past and fully assimilate thesselves with the various
internaticonal schools. This is particularly understandable since =most
younger Greek artists study in Paris, Wew York and ocher international
centres of art. Nevertheless, they are the exception to the rule. T doubt

if they have a chance of ever fully succeeding.

A5 I mention in the introductieon ia the newly-published catalogue of the
Voarres Muscum, whether Greek artists stay im Crecees, creating new concepts

from their mative rootsteck, or live abroad where they are directly exposed
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to powerful new currents and revolutionary experimental movements, Greek
artiscs of today invariably keep the spark of their naticnal fdenticy
alight, as thelir work clearly sheows. For although they assimilate and
interpret almost all the trends and “schools”™ of contemporary intermational
art, they always retain those distinctive traits of “Greelnmess”™ that sets
them apart from their fellow-artists in other countries. What is more,
they always make us feel that we, too, are inseverably attached te the soil
of Gresace that Iz capable of absorbing all kinds of seeds, fertilizicg them
and piving thes whactever scent and flavour it likes. This is what I regard
as one of the outstanding qualities of the Greck spirit throughout the
ages: its abilicy to receive, assimilate and transmute. This is something
which, from ay own personal observation, I have discerned in the work of
contemporary Greek artisrs more clearly than aaywhere else. As Greeks ic
makes us feel proud of our past, our present, and optimistic about our

- future.

Summing up the whole guestion of Greek natiomal art today amd its distine—
tive "Greekness"”, Greek art historizn and eritie S5telios Lydakis puts it as
Eollows: "Those who can claim to be eonsidered as truly Greek artists are
the ones who, without being out of step with the age they live in (the rcice
factor), do not ignore the tradition and background of their country (the
local eor eavirommental factor). That, after all, is their protective

shell, and if they shed it they are, to &1l intents and purposes committing

sufcide”.

Some contemporary Greek artists, of course, do try to commit suieide and

some even succeed, figuratively speaking. Yet even this their success, if
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Success it can be called, cam be judged as a direer consequence, howvever

negative, of thelr Ulyses Syndrome.

Iromically enough the greatest challenge to the Olyssez Syndrome is Greece
today comes not from the arrists and the intelligentia but from the Greek
public at large, the sace publie that through the centuries of wars and
suffering had stubbornly upheld ir. Enju:.-iu_g an unprecedented post-war
prosperity, yet basically undereducated, the Greek public, propelled by
shallow materialism and a xenomania ecaused by fgnorance, has set out uncon-
scicusly on an orgy of destruction in the superficial belief that whatever
iz foreign is fachionable and prnber- As a result, villages, towns and
cities are being haphazardly rebuilt, supposedly modernized, without
respect to the past or the tradiciomal. Worst o suffer from this destrue—
tive onslamsht of a "nouveau riche™ consumer seciety is the folk art and
the neoclassie style represented mostly in traditional Greek architecture
and interior deﬁign- Won regulated or illegal construction has alse played
havock with the hisctoric Greek countryside. It has been zald that Greece

has suffered more destruction in the past fifty years than in all of fts

3000 yearsz of history!

The most traglc example of the destructive mania of the Greek public iz
today Athens itself. From a picturesque, neoclassic city of 400.000 befora
the war, the city has haphazardly grown inte a cemented, non=deseripr
monstTosity of approximately & millien, which represents nearly half of the

population of Greece. The elty has also won the dubfous distinction of
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having been proclaimed the most polluted city of Eurcpe, endangering its
great historic monuments and the lives of its citizens. I am sure Pericles
gust be turning in his grave in utter disgust. Professor Constantine
Trypanis, a former Greek Minister of Culture, once declared in Parliament
that 1f drastic measures are not taken immedfacely, Athens and the rest of
Greece will be unlivable by 2000 A.D. His prediction is alarmingly close
to coming true. Many measures, in theory at least, are being taken by the

authorities but they are slow to come and are proving imsufficient.

Fortunately many individuals, local groups and cultural societies are

coming Lo cthe rescue of what can still be saved from the treasure—trove of

Greece's past.

It is primarily, I believe, a question of re-educating or rather of
resinding the contemporary Greek public of its historic duty to itself and
to the world as the guardian of a great civilization. The creation of the
Varres Museum of contemporary and traditional Greek art, open mow to the

public, is a small personal contribuction towards this aim.

0o the other hand, in all frankness, I begin to wonder whether tryimg te
perpetuate the Ulysses Syndrome, this artistic dependence on a past, is noc
becoming futile and zelf-defeating especially in our times. It iz in a way
like tryimg to swim against the onslaught of a mew Heracleitan tide. For
this very moment, ladics and gentlemen, as we are gathered herve today, one
of the preatest achisvesgats of mankind i= taking place, passing, alas,
nearly unnoticed. Yer it ie eertain to change the course of art and our
own destinies radically. Pionecer 10, the tiny spacecraft, is now pushing

towards the edge of the solar system, over two and a half billion miles
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awvay, openlng up the wonders of the universe to human comprehension. Will
these izmense new horizons prove the future magnet of all art? Will the
grandeur of space and the exploration of the universe prove the Sword of
Damocles that will fimally cut the Gordian ¥not of the Ulysses Syndrome?

O0r will human art, exhausted by the enormity before it, return humbly back
toe earth for solace and for rejuvenation? I am sure, ladies and gentlemen,
not even the great Delphic oracle cowld have piven an answer to these

questions. Time alone will ultimately tell.

Returning back to earth and with the Ulysses Syndrome as our guide, we
ghall now wiew through coloured slides sose highlights of the Creck
artistic panorama with special emphasis on the buildings, interiors and
collections of the Vorres Museum, which you are cordfally invited to wisit

]

when you next come to Greece.

In ending, may I express ay deep appreciation for the great honor of

addressing you today, not as an authority on art but as a collector and

lover of Greek art, whe fa doing his share to save and preserve something

of the glory that was, is and hopefully will be Greece.

Thank wou very much!



