Seferis' great poem-sequence Mythical Story begins thus:

           

                'For three years

                 we waited intently for the messenger

                 watching closely

                  the pines the shore and the stars,

                  one with the plough's blade or the keel of the ship

                  we were searching to find the first seed

                  that the ancient drama might begin again  
 The ancient  drama of renewal and regeneration is poignantly evoked in the symbolic objects  of Kalliopi Lemos. Using the natural materials of sand and reeds, and the man-tempered materials of steel, bronze and plaster, Lemos makes sculptures which take as their central theme our relationship with the environment. Her work also touches upon our responsibilities: to the past, to the cycle of life itself, to the future.  In the ritual of looking we can learn something of ourselves, as well as a little of the artist who has made the work we ponder.
Lemos has matured as an artist over 30 years of study and thought in England, and this personal context should not be easily discounted. When first looking at an artist's work, it is usual to seek points of reference to help locate the nature and character of the work surveyed. Names of other artists occur as the viewer begins to drop a net of knowing over unfamiliar work. Yet more names occur in conversation with  the artist herself, and these combine with first thoughts to create a navigational  system which enables the newcomer to begin to understand, to seek out resonances  and echoes (like depth-sounding), to find a way of identifying and then visiting  the ideas and emotions which are embodied in the works suddenly placed before one.
 The English Modernist tradition has not left Lemos unmoved: she responds to such masters of the hinterland between abstraction and figuration as Ivon Hitchens, Victor Pasmore and Keith Vaughan. Her intellectual quest has also been an international one, fed by the example of some of the greatest among recent contemporaries: Serra, Chillida and Kounellis. She speaks of the metamorphic drawings of the surrealist André Masson, and on a wall in her London home hangs an exquisite painting by that under-rated British artist,  Ken Kiff, whose intensely personal imagery drew so fruitfully on myth and other symbolic narratives. These artists should not be seen as influences (though they have doubtless provided a lasting source of inspiration), so much as signposts to the territory that Lemos's own art occupies. When she makes a vessel from plaster, lines it with reeds, and fills it with carved plaster pebbles, the intensely physical and material nature of the work should not blind us to its metaphorical qualities. Do not judge only on appearances. As Wyndham Lewis said: So shipwreck the nerves to enable the vessel the better to float. 
The sculpture is also a mental construct, it does not plummet to the river bed because of its weight, it floats on the surface of our understanding on the long journey to awareness. The boat is a traditional symbol of transition from the material to the spirit world. Coupled with the peapod plenitude of its cargo, we are offered an image of fertility which also suggests a rite of passage. The vessel becomes a bean-boat carrying the future into the present. Packed with the potential for reproduction, it seems to suggest survival - the lonely canoe adrift on the current, which will shed its burden sooner or later to begin again the inescapable cycle of life. The distinctly labial quality of the vessel inevitably suggests the vulva, with its own gate, passage and birth symbolism. So too can it be a wound, the stiff intransigence of the reeds softened and healed with wax. (Likewise, the springy resilience of the reeds is subjected to order, to the control of the hardening plaster.) The metaphorical identity of Lemos's sculptures is  many-layered, to be read not just as beautiful and well-crafted objects, despite the apparent specificity of their components. The sensual treatment of materials  - the smoothing of the plaster, like a pebble sucked by the sea, contrasted, for  instance, with the safe embracing cup of sewn felt - indicates the degree of care  with which these sculptures are composed, on a physical as well as a metaphysical  level.
 Some of the sculptures are wall-pieces, and therefore more pictorial in their thrust, but all have a volumetric presence, a sense of being modelled, carved or constructed by human hand. Lemos tends to make objects which reflect her own reach and sense of scale, but in the remarkable centrepiece of the exhibition, {The Big Egg and the Free-Roaming Phalluses}, she has extended her boundaries. This larger-than- life open-work ovoid form, with its attendant flying members, is a statement at once personal and anonymous. Its presence is almost architectural, with its clumps of steel rods like the thin basalt pillars cloaking a supporting column in a cathedral, soaring away, elegant and strong, and yet eternally returning in their closed curves.  The Goya- esque caprice of the flying phallus - organ of generation, of fruitfulness, apparently free-roaming but actually kept on a tight rein, leashed to the mother egg - injects an element of humour into the work, not previously evident. Figures of Priapus, the generously-endowed Greek fertility god, son of Aphrodite and Dionysus, and orchidaceous protector of orchards and vineyards, have long been found as garden ornaments to encourage growth and scare off thieves. Here, Lemos has disposed of the ugly body of Priapus and concentrated instead upon his masculine essential. (The phallus is also held to symbolize the continuance of life after death.) The eyeless phallus, blinded by desire for flight or for unerring return to the womb, circles, at the end of its tether, but looking remarkably fit. Life as a satellite obviously agrees with it.
 The eminent scholar of mythology, Joseph Campbell, has said this about metaphors as a way of imagining and apprehending reality: The best things can be told, because they transcend thought. The second best are misunderstood, because these are the thoughts that are supposed to refer to those things that can be thought about, and one gets stuck with the thoughts. The third best are what we talk about. Perhaps we do better not to talk so much (or write), but to go back to the objects themselves - to spend time looking. That first poem in Seferis {Mythical Story} ends in this way: We brought back these carved reliefs of a humble art.
Kalliopi  Lemos offers us carved reliefs and free-standing sculptures; her art is ambitious, lyrical and thought-provoking. In the context of the great myths of ancient Greece, her art is modest. In the context of the contemporary self-absorption of Western culture, it is a beacon of true values, passionately maintained.
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