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Poros

Costas Papanicolaou is possibly a contemporary Maleas* in his
landscape paintings, a Greek Leonardo Cremonini** in his
geometric staging of urban space and of the people moving within it,
while in the apparently simple and straightforward narratives of his
canvases, he remains elusive and reticent.

“I call this piece a Fugue because the olive trees on the hill are like
notes on a pentagram following the same musical score. The
notation repeats itself from one consecutive tree to the next. Before
| ever came to Poros | had a dream of this landscape. It was the
same hill, the same olive trees. And there was harmony,
counterpoint and musical repetition. Then, when | came and saw the
actual site | was, like, stunned! I've used a lot of red as background
to the shadows of the trees because the red base sharpens and
brightens the gray of the shadow.”

As Maleas did, over a century ago, so does Papanicolaou paint the
sea, the hills, the clouds, the landscapes of Poros and the mainland
with a tendency towards abstraction, responding emotionally to what
he sees and building his colours with clarity and precision. He
confronts the physical scene with complete directness, translates
the shapes and tones into an engaging visual language which is
simple without simplifying. As in Maleas, who was also an architect,
the same robust and clear compositions are evident in
Papanicolaou’s work. His landscape paintings recompose the scene
in sequences of planes and in textures and shades of colours that
strive to achieve volume, mass and structure (of which Maleas was
such a master).

Papanicolaou is well aware of the traps in depicting landscapes: “/
am attracted by beautiful scenes, the countryside, the sea. But a

CITRONNE



painter must be wary of the post card effect... how do you translate
your subject into purely painterly values? ...\Volanakis and Vyzantios
were like the Laz™*** in that joke about the pianist who kept secret
the fact that he was a Laz. One day, after a wonderful recital, a
famous conductor walked up to him and said, ‘Congratulations, my
dear Laz!’ ‘But, how did you know | was from the Pontos?’ the Laz
asked. ‘It’s simple! Every pianist | know sits on the stool and pulls it
towards the piano. You sat on the stool and pulled the piano towards
you!’ | want to adapt my technique to what is out there. To go out
and meet the physical landscape. Not to subject the landscape to
my own fixed and established viewpoint, like Volanakis and
Viyzantios. Their landscape paintings were as related to their actual
physical theme as was their studio in Munich to the Greek
countryside. But painters like Papaloukas, Maleas, Lytras, painted
landscapes with lucid colors, good structure and clear layers.”

In his more recent work, Papanicolaou appears to be shifting
towards a more abstract rendering of his subject and towards a
more dynamic use of color tensions and volumes. The sky, for
example of the Fuga, the hill with the olive trees, the red sea of
Poros, such stylistic distancing from the actual, give to his work a
timelessness, placing it somewhere between figuration and
evocation.

“Of all things the toughest is to take something that is very familiar
and habitual, as is the view of Poros from Galatas with a boat full of
passengers ready to cross over to the other side. | tried a different
approach. | painted the sky yellow, when it is never yellow. | gave to
the sea a color it very rarely has, dark blue and painted it like
macaroni. Otherwise it would have turned out trivial...In this painting
the sea is red because it is an afternoon sea; the boat and the
passengers are rudimentary...”

Yet, people, in Papanicolaou’s paintings, usually, take center stage.
They move within an urban setting, whether it is a street in
Kessariani, the balcony of a lay apartment block, or whether it is a
bank and the people are waiting, seated or standing in a queue, or
on a boat, en route to or from Poros, idly looking out, looking in,
looking at each other, chatting or just day dreaming...

Papanicolaou is a figurative artist in the same way as Cremonini;
they are both figurative artists also. He paints city people. His
people are in motion, they walk down the streets of Athens, they
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come out of Metro stations, or descend into them, they climb up to
the upper decks of a boat and cross others going down, they carry
boxes on their way to some business, or they are idle, sitting at a
cafe. Structural elements like railings, bars, poles, levels and
planes, staircases and shadows, perform a dialectical counterpoint
of in/out, below/above, in motion/still and create the scaffolding upon
which his people move about. The composition is organized,
geometric.

It is impossible not to bring Cremonini’s work to mind. It has the
same framing, the same staging of space within which people enact
a story. Horizontal and vertical elements like the railing on a deck,
the sun screen, the deck chairs, poles, pipes or textured surfaces
like a grid or a mesh, metal supports, the backs of deck chairs are
particularly striking stylistic elements in Cremonini’s pictures. The
composition of his work | tempi liberi uses the characteristically
geometric repetition of structural parts on a ship’s deck as a
geometric grid out of which a human narrative unfolds. Disembodied
parts, like a seated man’s leg, half a face, hands and children’s
running legs and feet, evoke a lucid scene: it is summer and people
are relaxing on the deck of a boat, while the children play.

“I set off from my home in Athens, walk down the main street to the
metro station, on my way to the harbor. I'm interested in opposites,
in/out, up/down/ in front of (shows an obstacle, a tree or a pole,
interrupting and fragmenting a figure), behind. In the tube people go
up, down. On the boat to Poros people sit indoors, outdoors. The
arrangement of colors is vital. Most of the time | prefer to highlight
color and its textures rather than people or a seascape.”

In Cremonini’s paintings there are a lot of children. Papanicolaou
rarely paints children or the elderly, “I hadn’t noticed that. It's not
intentional. | really want to paint the children at a school near my
home in Kessariani. Children seen through windows standing or
moving about, children outside. Inside/outside. There’s a water
fountain in the yard, a brick wall with taps and basins and the kids
flutter about like pigeons, pushing each other as they drink and
play.” Already in his description Papanicolaou is framing the scene
so that a story unfolds. All his paintings, including his landscapes,
tell a story.

At the same time they are strung on a dialectic harmony that he
describes in musical terms: “In people | grasp a certain feeling
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which fascinates me. As | watch them | can feel their emotions. |
then work on organizing the scene. | want it to be like music in color.
The whites and blacks raise and lower the volume, the tension.”
Along the country road in Galata a funeral procession is under way.
Beside the road, on a sandy beach, a few bathers have idly turned
round to observe the slow procession; an electricity pole juts
vertically, interrupting the horizontal lines of road, procession,
beach, sea. Further down along the coastal road, beyond the village
cemetery, a small fire is raging and further on, a fire engine is
parked. On the right side, a summer house, a 1960'’s, ugly,
multistory beton ‘villa’ is integrated and harmonized with the scene.
Papanicolaou accepts it without denigration... This painting has a
narrative that unfolds literally at the painter’s feet, as he watches the
scene from his balcony. This very same painting he, “... would like to
do once again, in a more painterly manner, less figurative. To
organize it along repeated color motifs and to isolate and reconnect
its sequence of planes so that it doesn’t appear as mere
representation.”

It is possible that the narrative element will yield to more abstract
visual renderings. Papanicolaou expresses such an intention. In
describing his painting of a pack gulls flying about a fishing boat by
the Poros lighthouse he is preoccupied by form: “/ call this painting
Kimono because the seagulls are like those patterns on a kimono.
The sea and the edge of Poros are deliberately sketchy because |
was concentrating on the birds. Seagulls fly in amazing circular
formations. There is a cyclical tension in their flight.” But in most of
his work it is the narrative element that charms us; we want to find
out more about the women and men that we see, what has
preceded the scene and what will follow. On the decks of the boats
traveling to Poros, or to Tinos, passengers lean against the railing
and stare out at sea. One passenger is looking at a girl. The girl is
leaning out and the wind has caught her hair and sent it flying on a
horizontal plane. In one corner, behind a port hole a girl sits at the
canteen with her friends. As in Cremonini, Papanicolaou’s works
enact stories which engage the spectator. In Cremonini’s work,
however, something is withheld, or hushed. It is as if the children
have seen something ugly in the world of the adults and the
depiction suddenly becomes sinister, even grotesque. Cremonini’s
people are mostly on vacation but their relaxation is an idle,
stupefied torpor.
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Papanicolaou’s humanity comes and goes in a routine of active
engagement. Relaxation seems more like a pause from work. The
men and women appear uncomplicated, genuine and likeable and
their elusiveness and reticence is not the dark secret that we can
only intuit in Cremonini’s work. It is because Papanicolaou has
disinvested them of their individuality, psychological depth and
accountability. He is not judgmental. He integrates them in the
scene and makes them, first beautiful, then emblematic.

*Late 19th, early 20th century Greek painter.
**Contemporary ltalian artist

***A Laz, or more accurately, a Pontian, is a
Christian from the Black Sea and is made fun of in
Greek jokes as the Irish is in English jokes, etc.
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