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ALEKOS LEVIDIS Banishing the arrogance of materials

July, high noon in the historic shopping arcade, Romvis and Evangelistrias streets, hot pavements,
street traders, teeming shoppers. The fourth floor of one of those blacks with the chaotic corridors
full of offices, workshops and dealerships. The door numbered but nameless. | knock and the entrance
to Lina’s kingdom beckons: two rooms, a typical goldsmith’s workshop; Lina at a small bench-cum-
desk near the door. Behind her, little bits of paper with notes stuck to the wall, designs for jew-
ellery. Opposite her and hugging the walls, her colleagues’ benches. She shows me a few pieces she’s
working on, answers my questions about materials and techniques, and looks back over the years
dedicated to the job—the utter harmony of her collaboration with Leonidas, the beloved husband
recently lost, the creative freedom, free of commercial constraints. She remembers her first steps in
a craft that was to absorb her her whole fife long. ..

Lina declares herself self-taught, for her initiation into the world of jewellery was a chance affair.
When she was still very young, she opened a little shop in the heart of Monasteraki, on the square
underneath the mosque, where her quest for ‘traditional” art, embroidery and jewellery made her
a frequent visitor to local craftsmen, goldsmiths among them. Which is how she began to design jew-
ellery, to watch it being made, to fearn and to experiment. It wasn’t long before she bought her first
tools and materials. .. Somewhere, Hemingway records an aversion to autodidacts, wondering why
the self-taught should be so inordinately proud of having had such a mediocre teacher. Now, Hem-
ingway may have been right about the mediocrity of the teacher, but he clearly underestimates the
determination, persistence and enthusiasm of the student and the variety, range and unconventional
nature of the curriculum.

Lina's work was unconventional from day one. Her jewellery looks less like jewellery than it does
miniature sculpture--which is to say it plays with the composition of the surface and the three di-
mensions of sculpture to express experiments and quests that transcend the bounds of a decorative
utility object, or even of a valuable fetish/accessory. And her unconventionality isn’t a matter of
chichi designs, unprecedented materials or any of the ‘exotic’ ploys we’ve grown accustomed to with
post-modern design. Lina doesn’t subvert the conventions, she studiously chips away at them, blur-
ring the established boundaries in an effort to define her own—as every artist does who aspires to
add something of themselves to their art.

Take her relationship with her primary material: gold. A near-metaphysical symbol of sunlight,
purity and permanence, it doesn’t seem to have been gold’s constant sheen and flawless surface that
captured Lina's heart. No, what she fell for was the éilky texture, the malleable, mobile surface which
absorbs more than it reflects, the Aeolian glow powered by the alternating light and shade in its
wind-etched waves. Its undulations absorb her, inspire her: “Folds pulsating with a perpetual inner
motion”, she writes, © unexpectedly balanced, barely willing to submit yet governed, in their own way, by
laws, like moves in a ballet”, Meaning she tames gold’s sleek reflexive surface by imprinting textile
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textures on it. She submits her precious material to a trial-by-folds, a technically demanding process
that toys with the random, the tolerance of the materials, the uncertain result, Lina talks about an
“architecture of the random”. The jewellery emerging from this transubstantiation looks fike cloth
or cord dipped in liquid gold that’s set solid. Vibrant and distant like the bodies that were caught in
the Pompeian lava and left their imprint. Lina's efforts to turn gold into something other transcends
mimicry to verge on irony, in the philosophical sense of the word. In this game of ambiguity and par-
adox, the fragile gold surface of a brooch can be ‘hurt’ with cuts and grazes and “dressed’ with the
imprint of the loose weave of a discarded piece of gauze. “The imprint of the half-unravelled gauze
subjugates gold, in its hauteur, to the law of the decay of material bodies”. Then the inescapable
mechanisms of irony present us with the contradiction’s second term: set in gold’s matt light, the
frayed unravelling gauze sheds its materiality and seems indestructible, A dried-up fir twig a few cen-
timetres Jong her dog picked up on one of their morning walks on Lycabettus is transformed into
another brooch. The dull gold conveys the mute sheen and ravaged form of the worn-out wood.
There’s bark still at a couple of points on the actual twig; on the brooch, its roughness is conveyed
with little diamonds set in white gold. Here, too, the precious, invulnerable material has been hum-
bled in what is ultimatefy a hymn to the reviled and the ephemeral. At times, this process can pro-
duce a playful end-result like the “String knot” ring: “A gold piece of string always raises a smile”,
says Lina. At others, it can lead to an obvious but ambiguous commert, like the “Barbed wire” neck-
lace wrought from white gold, yellow gold and diamonds.

Lina often draws on the micro-fauna around us for inspiration. Of course, there is nothing new
in that—such creatures feature in the jewellery of every ancient civilization and have been a staple
of Western jewellery since the Renaissance. If there is anything unique about Lina’s bestiary, it lies
in the number of species included and in the naturalism of their rendering. Ants, flies, ladybirds, but-
terflies, moths, bees, caterpiflars, snails, barnacles, starfish, sea urchins, prawns, jelly-fish, turtles. ..
the list is long and open-ended. Dabs of daily life, magnets for nostalgia, symbolic playthings—all
hoarded in her memory and given a second and less ephemeral lease of life through her art. Life
wrought in gold. Faithful images of reality, life-size or thereabouts, frippery-free and copied with 2
near scientific precision, they look fresh out of Nature’s mould. They contrive to be something be-
tween charms powered by a poetry of the everyday and a memento mori—Lina’s work always seems
amenable to such ambivalent interpretations.

The way in which she uses her second core material—precious stones—is just as deliberate and
unorthodox. The traditional bourgeois viewpoint sees a gem’s setting as seeking to showcase the pre-
cious stone, its rarity and nobility, the perfection of the classic cut that lends it its unique luminos-
ity. Seen thus, the stone /s the jewellery; its value—aesthetic, but chiefly material—is its essence, and
setting this off the jewellery’s raison 'étre. Lina’s design ethos is clearly underpinned by another view-
point which contrives to achieve just the opposite. The only precious stones that put in frequent ap-
pearances in her repertoire are diamonds, which Lina treats not as heroic, white, translucent, sparkfing
and multifaceted, but as smaller, flatter and less fuminous. As she puts it: “The rose-cut diamonds
| often use, flat on one side with a few facets on the other, might be slow at reflecting light, but set




in a white gold surface, they acquire a soft greyness, a gentle sheen and the abifity to ennoble the
gold without robbing it of strength ”. The glinting fight, the ciamends’ white sparkle, the blond solar-
gleam of the gold need to be uplifted and refined. Lina’s constant concern is to banish the ‘hauteur’
of her materials: to tame them, to exempt herself from their authority and to break free of their one-
dimensionality. In conversatian, she tells me the diamonds she uses remind her of pieces of glass, be-
cause they are transparent and let the light through. My mind conjures up a child beach-combing
pieces of sea-worn glass and thinking they are diamonds, then Lina hunting for diamonds that look
like glass. .. | remember Queen Dotty from Penelope Delta’s Fairytale without a name surrendering
to an illusion of past glory and adorning herself with strips of metal, broken glass and fake flowers.
When's all said and done, just how deep-rooted is the arrogance of her materials, and at what point
does the game reach its limits?

At other times, the white-gold-set diamonds have the feel of tesserae playing with cool, bright
and shadowed hues, mirroring the game Byzantine mosaics play with the warmest tones of all in their
golden backgrounds--opaque glass tesserae on a gold-leaf base. Somewhere, Lina writes thus of her
diamonds: “the light shining through them like it does stained glass in a cathedral, giving them the
fleeting grace of delicate ripples on water™.

The near absence of true gems is complemented by an abundance of semi-precious stones:
amethysts, beryls, opals and tourmalines innovatively cut and occasionally left in their raw state.
Their fuminous sheen can often serve as the final, precisely coloured brush-stroke that renders a
painting complete. Lina has a painter’s eye. She designs her jewellery—usually one-of-a-kind hand-
made pieces—on paper. “The metals and stones in a given piece”, she says, “are chosen to match
chromatically”. But there came a time when the colour of her materials was no longer enough;
when, like a modern-day Midas striving to reproduce a fragile poppy in gold, she was not satisfied
with the fruit of her labours. The flower was there, delicate and fragile, but the petals and the sta-
mens reflected their golden light narcissistically, inexpressively, a whole lot too much like metal
leaves and wires: gold, intractable and overweening, was up to its old tricks again. What was miss-
ing was the life, the velvet texture, the sanguine shade—that sacramental union of scarlet and black.

| remember Lina calling one time to ask if | knew some way of colouring gold. Now, she wasn’t’

appealing to my alchemic or chemical know-how, or interested in tried and tested solutions like
enamelling. What she wanted was an ‘authentic’ colour, like the ones we paint with; she was seek-
ing my advice as an artist. | was chary about answering her. Later, | wondered how anyone could want
to paint gold: gold doesn’t have a colour, it /s a colour, the most beautiful of them all, for Democri-
tus. It is colour and light; it is the colour of light. | remembered a story told about Alexander Calder.
In the nineteen sixties, when Calder’s farge sculptures out of black steel sheets (his celebrated “Sta-
bile”) had earned him a place at the zenith of the artistic firmament, an Arab magnate commis-
sioned one, but wanted it wrought in gold. Calder said he would accept the commission on one
condition: that the sculpture be painted black. | don’t know what happened in the end, or, indeed,
if the story is anything more than an anecdote, but Lina found the way to colour her poppy: she came
up with a unique technique allowing her to adhere pigment—the raw material of the paints she
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envied—to the surface of the gold to produce a colour as intense and pure as could be. Her poppies
acquired their silken feel and the colour of blood and night. Gold had been taken down a peg or two
again, this time by the painterly rules that dictate that colour is rooted in and floods the painted sur-
face; that colour absorbs and distils light rather than reflecting it...

Looking at her red and blue flowers side by side, | recall Wittgenstein’s observation: “The pure
saturated colours are essentially characterized by a certain relative lightness. Yellow, for example, is
lighter than red. Is red lighter than blue? | don't know ™.

July, late afternoon, Athens. Patriarchou loakeim street, standing in front of the House of
Fanourakis, dusk, still distant, bleeding colours of their vigour and warming the shadows. Behind

'glass in the window, the jewellery looked less intimate, less accessible that it had in the workshop

that morning. More distant, sensual, perhaps even ruthless... as though it had already ascended to
take its place on delicate fingers, perfect throats and velvet lobes.

ALEKOS V. LEVIDIS
July 2009

. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Remarks on Colour, Il 161, University of California Press, 1977,



