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American artist Allyson Vieira collected 15 testimonies of marble carvers from Tinos,
who participated in the restoration of the monument, to render its history as a great
narrative.
The history of the Acropolis takes a new approach: this time through the spoken
words of the marble craftsmen. After visiting the monument many times over the
years, American artist Allyson Vieira began conversing with the marble craftsmen
who had been coming from Tinos to Athens since the seventies to participate in the
restoration work on the monument. The outcome of these 15 interviews is the book,
On the Rock: The Acropolis Interviews, published in English and Greek by
Soberscove Press. As Vieira explains in her Prologue, the thought of approaching
the Acropolis marble carvers began on a visit in 2016: “I’m an American, with no
training in marble carving. I wasn’t sure if I was in a position to construct a “we” or if
our conversations would be dull. So I was very touched when I perceived a sense of
community from those artisans carving the marble on the Acropolis during the 2016
interview. That was due to a large extent to my friend Polyanna Vlati, who
interceded, as she was a colleague of theirs and also trained to work in marble. She
gave me access to their world. Also, because I approached them as an artist they
saw me as a fellow constructor – who wanted to learn. I wanted to learn what they
do, how they do it, and how they feel about doing that. I wanted to use their stories
with their words, not mine. I didn’t have the construct of an academic analysis while
trying to fit their words into that. I didn’t write a scientific analysis. I hoped to create a
testimony from fifteen people who try to express their inherent knowledge – which
isn’t easy to describe – in their spoken words. Some of them, let’s say, complement
each other, and through that a craft emerges that they share in common. I hope that
reflects the way a master converses with an apprentice in the process of learning of
a traditional craft. I had no interest in creating a textbook on marble sculpture and on
the Rock. The discussions on the Acropolis should not and cannot be considered as
that sort of thing.

Why did you choose that specific monument to make a new art work?
Between 2007 and 2014, before I went behind the scenes, I visited the Acropolis
seven to ten times as a tourist. Each of those times I [found myself] observing more
and more the workers than the monument itself. The Parthenon became a stage for
their actions. During those years I made two videos and took countless photographs
recording the technicians working on the Parthenon. So the idea was already in my
mind when, in 2014, the Athenian gallery, The Breeder, introduced me to Nikiforos
Samson, a young carver who was working on the monument. The meeting with
Nikiforos, who then introduced me to Pollyanna, was for me the crucial connection. I
visited the worksite with them, I watched them working from up close, I made the
rounds of all their workshops, I met some of the marble carvers. I was really excited.
When I returned to New York, I wanted to learn as much as I could about what I had
just seen. I read some scientific articles about the restoration, but the difference
between what I found in the texts and what I’d just seen firsthand was enormous.
The Acropolis Restoration Service is doing an amazing job and the level of
scholarship and technical expertise is unparalleled. But I couldn’t find what I was
looking for: the materiality, the community and the inherent knowledge. I recall sitting
in the tiny shed that the workers used for their breaks, watching some guy
methodically set his coffee mug among his tools, smoking a cigarette, chatting,
drinking his coffee. And I wondered, “Where can I learn about this?” That’s how I
decided to undertake the research myself.
What element moved you particularly in the narratives?
Besides learning about the skill and the people who posses it, I was enthralled by the
notion of re-gesture. Today’s marble craftsmen are repeating the same gestures that
were made on the same material, on the same site, 2,500 years ago. Today’s piece
of marble is quarried from the opposite slope of Mount Penteli, the same mountain
that produced the initial marble of the Acropolis – from the same vein. There are
excruciating continuities (sequences) of materials and gestures, but the way time
works there is less simple. I wanted to explore how the craftsmen were living this
experience of continuity through the unfolding of time.

