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INTRODUCTION

If the question implied in this conference is whether the basic methods of historical and scientific research in general should be redefined, it is then my strong belief that they should not. History is a social science which must constantly verify and evaluate its sources and the importance of the facts it chooses as proof for its conclusions. It is also its duty to explore the relation between facts and between cause and effect and, finally, to express general principals concerning human evolution in all fields. (Marwick, 1985)

Consequently, Art History, as part of a holistic encounter of History, follows the same rules. Every movement or artistic wave, or a single work of Art, even the most brilliant or radical one, has to be considered in context to its era and the demands of the society of the time. No specific work of Art comes by chance, merely under the flash of a talent or a visionary inspiration, but it is a result of the conscience or the agony of a brilliant mind to answer the questions of his/her own era, or of the proximate future. 

Under these conditions, approaching Art History as a field of human knowledge, then yes, oral narration in visual Arts has a meaning, as an original source similar to autobiography or written memories etc. It can give to the researcher some good material for his/her studies. This basic material has to be processed later, along with all other evidence, in order for integral conclusions to be drawn. Oral narration can also give to the student (if we agree that “education is everywhere”), in a broad sense, an authentic resource for genuine interest in Art. As for visitors, it is not unwise to “take into consideration the non- intellectual elements of feelings, emotions, nostalgia, sense of wonderment and astonishment” (EMF, Cortona, 1999), but not only those. Artists, collection curators, collectors and visitors of Art Galleries can share experience by discussing social influences, serious questions such as talent, inspiration, originality, avant- guard, imitation or repetition, culture and sub- culture, the importance of hard work in producing Art. If Museums of Art employ such vivid methods, they can approach their purpose, to bring audiences closer to their collections and their content and to create bridges and understanding between attitudes, cultures and civilizations).  (ICOM 2005)  In our case, they will build bridges between generations, between “gifted” artists and “ordinary” people, even between foreign artists and local citizens etc. ‘‘Museums and galleries confront us with some things that are familiar and comforting and at other times they challenge us to look afresh to see the world in a new way or to experience things that require imagination to grasp…. Some museums too allow us to contribute our personal stories in an act of co-creation so that we feel we have become a shaper, maker and creator of the resulting museum”.(Landry)

It is necessary for Museums to find out who their visitors are (ages, social and geographical origin, interests, studies, beliefs, special needs etc) and then plan their educational policy, since they are considered a special environment where informal learning can be achieved by all groups of people and particularly by adults: the museum experience can provide benefits for the personal and professional growth of individuals as well as a better understanding of our changing world. The Museums’ educational policy should not leave out their staff, either (Cortona, 1999).   
POSSIBLE PROPOSITIONS FOR ORAL NARRATION IN VISUAL ARTS

Let us see examples of different social groups who could help in this goal.

A. Living artists can explain their works of Art exhibited in the Art Gallery. This can take place in the halls of a permanent exhibition or during a temporary- personal or group- exhibition of the artists’ works. The artists can talk about their years of study at the Art Academies and about their professors, some of whom may have been very well known masters of their own time. Their techniques and methods can arouse the interest of young students who intend to study Art. Artists can also work in front of these visitors, like bringing their studio in the Gallery. This can bring artists to a human level, for some people who have a rather legendary picture of what an artist feels when he/she creates. The artists’ life and their travels may be of interest, too. The artistic atmosphere and experiences in great European or other capitals, can be shared with younger students and artists and can be compared to the atmosphere- or lack of atmosphere in provincial towns. Participation in international exhibitions is a kind of interesting experience to share as well. 

B. Similarly, artists of the Diaspora can build real bridges between civilizations. Many Greek artists are living and successfully working in other countries but still exhibit their work in their own country. This is a good chance to exchange experiences with Greek colleagues, with students and other compatriots.   

C. Here, one could mention foreign artists, especially from Balkan countries, with so many common historical experiences and destinies, but also with a lot of differences.

D. Some of the artists are professors in Art Academies, themselves. They can explain their teaching methods and the way their students do or do not adopt or assimilate their influence. Discussions and debates can take place between different generations, in common group exhibitions. 

E. Among artists, engravers have much to say about their own Art and about the meaning of an original but multiple work of engraving. Many people confuse the value of such a work to a copy or a poster. They can stress how democratic their art is, since it can be shared and enjoyed by a lot of art- lovers in low prices. In Greece, engraving has played a special role during the anti- fascist Resistance against the German Nazis. (Machairas, 1999, 281- 388) It can be explained to very young pupils how an artist can and should bring his/ her art to the service of a high value, such as freedom without considering it a lower task. Also, older students can refer to the pictures in their school books most of which used to be engravings by then famous artists. (Delopoulos, 1995, 32-3)

F. Sculptors are a special group of artists. They are fewer and their art is less often exhibited in local galleries. The most usual contact to sculpture is in public areas such as parks and squares, with monuments or local authority commissions. Students often notice them only during National Celebrations and parades. So, it is a good opportunity for sculptors to speak about the different quality of a free inspiration and a commissioned work. The conservative demands of local societies often lead to invariable monuments. 

G. Young artists are proper to speak about experimenting with art, since their style is still under creation and this can be very instructive to visitors. The question of modern or contemporary expression can be discussed here. Happenings, installations, body- art, video art and digital technology are usually interesting to young students, while some are very suspicious against non- realistic styles. Their contact to young artists, who are closer to their age and language, can be helpful for understanding “modern” art.

H. Collectors or collectors’ relatives should have the chance to talk about their likes and dislikes in Art and among artists. Most of the local or even National Art Galleries depend on donations of great collections. They express the personal preferences of the donors, perhaps the expectations and self- image of their social class, usually upper bourgeois, educated class, which was the ruling class of the last two centuries. Their stories can be valuable historical information.

I. Curators, Restoration experts and other Gallery staff, even members of the Board of the Museum can give a lot of information to visitors of all ages, concerning the way an exhibition is organized and what it is designed to mean, the ways a painting is conserved, contacts to artists, insurance of art- works etc. It is a general trend to open laboratories, archives and storage places in order for the public to meet hidden areas in a Museum. Museum professionals usually stand in the background although they do all the work of promoting Art to visitors. Their valuable work, their ideas on “stories told by exhibitions”, have to be shared with visitors who are interested. Perhaps it is not pupils, who might prefer to enjoy the results, but there are art- loving audiences who would like to see the backstage. It is a new practice in many great museums, to present storage rooms, laboratories and processes to the public. (Yaneva, 2003, 116- 31)

J. In the case of deceased artists, their relatives, friends or colleagues can discuss their memories of them. 

K. Last, but not least, senior citizens are in a position to talk about exhibits or artists they once knew. It is a very encouraging practice to invite these people to talk about the past, where they can act as volunteers and help the Museum save what otherwise could be forgotten and lost. It is also a valuable experience for young people to pay attention to what they have to say, since information obtained by digital means is epidermic and ephemeral. (Longhurst e.a. 2004, 104- 24)   

THE CASE OF THE MUNICIPAL ART GALLERY OF LARISSA- G.I.KATSIGRAS MUSEUM

The nucleus of the M.A.G.L. has been the donation of more than 700 works of Art, mostly paintings of the 19th and the first half of the 20th centuries, by the surgeon doctor George Katsigras (1914- 1998). This brilliant scientist collected Greek paintings of high quality and he donated them to his home town, Larissa in 1981. In a rare interview he gave to a magazine he stressed: “A great art collection offers an aesthetic delight, it develops the aesthetic criterion and it is useful for Art History and for the study of painters. All these are difficult to achieve when the collection remains a private property. On the contrary, when it becomes municipal or public, then it is totally accessible to everyone and it comes to its correct dimensions”. And he continued: “Only that way the distortion of the aesthetic education of young people will be avoided, since they are the ones we are referring to”. (Art and Civilization, 1982). The Academy of Athens presented G.I.Katsigras with a prize for his valuable offer, in 1983. (Papanikolaou, 2005, 25- 32))

The Municipal Collection, enriched with new acquisitions, moved to its permanent premises of a total 7.285 m2, in 2003. The exhibition area is on the first floor and there are workshops and studios, a library hall (not yet organized), and an auditorium of 400 seats on the ground floor. Here, one can also find a refreshments bar, a shop and a large reception- atrium. All these places can be used for a lot of activities, such as the narration and discussion meetings proposed above. 

The meetings can take place in the exhibition halls, where cushions or mats can be placed on the floors for young pupils or a small number of seats for older participants. Discussing Art right next to the actual objects of the discussion makes it more vivid and interesting, far from a theoretical approach, which happens at school anyway. The meetings must not have the character of a lesson, a speech or a monologue, either. In order to function they have to be interactive, giving the opportunity for questions, arguments, even deviations from the originally planned ideas. Certainly, sessions can take place in the atrium or the library area, where some paintings or other audio- visual means can be moved or gathered for some days. The studios are very proper places for the artists to show their ways of working with materials, without the fear of spoiling the exhibition halls. In the M.A.G.L. there are art workshops attended by a lot of young pupils and adults, and they can be the audience of these demonstrations by the artists. Walking around and talking to visitors is a more conventional “guided tour” practice, well tried and generally accepted, but rather tiring for older people. The solution of the auditorium with microphones and slide projections makes it more formal, while, in order for such an effort to succeed, a more relaxed and intimate atmosphere is required.           

Let us see now how all the processes proposed in the previous unit can be applied in the M.A.G.L. 

(Unfortunately, since G.I.Katsigras collected paintings of the years 1850- 1950, very few of those artists are now alive. The collector himself left us in 1998).  

A very well known living artist, whose 3 paintings are contained in M.A.G.L., is J. Psychopaedis. He studied and lived in Germany and Brussels for many years and experienced the evolution and new waves in Europe between the 70’s and the 90’s. His paintings have political and social messages in a neo- realistic style. He is a professor at the School of Arts in Athens now, so he is a good example of an artist to talk about all his life and studies as well as his work with students of Art. His modern painting idiom, his competence with colored pencils and the contents of his paintings concerning political demonstrations of the 60’s and over- consumerist societies of the West, are topics to discuss in meetings with groups of pupils, adolescents who have not experienced dictatorship or mature visitors who have. (M.A.G.L., 2005, 292, 314)    

Artists of the Diaspora are, as mentioned above, interesting to talk to and discuss the latest currents in Art. The M.A.G.L. presented four such living artists with an origin of Thessaly, in 2003. Two of them were Paul Soulikias, who spent many fruitful years in Canada and Thanasis Fampas, a political émigré for many years in Rumania, after the Greek Civil War of 1945- 49, both now retired but still active in Volos. Another one was Philolaos Tloupas, a very well known sculptor from Larissa, living in France. The fourth one was an artist with a deep knowledge on Art, studies in France and the U.S.A. and lot of work in the U.S.A., born in Larissa, Athena Tacha, an Art professor, too. Their work and experience, different and rich could be the source for many discussions with various audiences. The friendly artistic atmosphere of Canada and its colorful autumn landscape, as described by Soulikias in a gentle and humorous narrative. The studies and interests and the generous donations to Rumania and to his home village of Lafkos by Fampas, his travels to Europe and the U.S.A., his inspiration from the female figure as a symbol of a lot of abstract values. Both artists’ wives support them and are also a delight to listen to, since they both write articles on or biographies of their husbands. The great constructions in Paris, the Monument of Resistance in Larissa and the installation on the seaside of Anavros, Volos by Philolaos. The landscape architecture, the ecological and peace implications in installations and body- art and large scale decorations with the help of the most recent technology, in railroad stations, airports, Metro stations by Tacha. She has not shown her work in other places in Greece, so she is rather unknown in her country and with her, the loss of great talents for small countries can be discussed. All those are a real treasure for art lovers, from pupils to mature visitors and local artists as well. 

Many Balkan artists are living in Greece as economic immigrants and there is a lot to learn from their cultural heritage but also about their experience as foreigners in Greece. This may be a great step towards bridging of civilizations and tolerance among people. In the M.A.G.L. there could be organized exhibitions in thematic units having to do with each Balkan country and its Art. This can create the opportunity for artists, living either in Greece or in their own countries, to share their questions, expectations or agony about the future.

Engraving is a very popular sector of the visual arts, both for artists and collectors. The Katsigras collection contains quite a few good specimens of the most illustrious Greek engravers, not living now, but there are more recent acquirements of younger artists as well. The later can share their knowledge and love for this expressive and easily obtained art. The very famous engravers A. Tassos and G. Sikeliotis, members of the anti- fascist resistance, are represented by some good works referring to the Resistance and to other political events. Moreover, the engraved board for a large woodcut “Kileler” by Tassos, having to do with a local revolt of 1910, was offered to the M.A.G.L. and it is proudly exhibited on the entrance wall. Those could give rise to long discussions on the significance and contribution of Art in the peoples’ demands and uprisings. They can provoke memories on the local history, too. (M.A.G.L., 2005 

 In addition to that, the old school books until the 70’s were decorated with etchings or woodcuts by famous artists and this is a good opportunity for older people to talk with young pupils about the role of the image in education. Nowadays, when young people receive thousands of visual messages every day and in every occasion, it is useful to discuss the question of quality, the question of mental procedure of information, the use of the book in education against modern technological achievements, truth and montage in pictures today etc. All those discussions can communicate the opinions and arguments of older and younger people in a non- theoretical, but in an empirical way, which can bring generations closer together. (M.A.G.L., 2005, 289-290, 310-12) 

The MAGL does not contain many works in sculpture, but it has sometimes in the past exhibited temporarily the work of good contemporary artists. There is an example of such a local sculptor, Makropoulos, who is still creative. He was commissioned with quite a few monuments in the area and he has a free production too. He has a great experience with young adolescents as well, since he served as an Art teacher in secondary education for about 30 years. Now that he has retired from education, he is the most qualified person to discuss his entire long twofold offer to Art.   

During the days of this conference, a group exhibition of 20 artists aged 26- 50 is taking place in the MAGL. They are all teachers of secondary education. They studied Art in different Academies of Greece and of other countries, mostly Italy and Britain. Most of them have experience with teaching in Municipal art- studios and workshops. The variety of styles and topics, from traditional realistic canvases to mixed media and constructions, made it difficult for the curators to arrange them. It seems that the only unifying element is their work in education. Those eager and energetic people are in the age of discussing their rather recent memories from the Academies they attended. They are also in the crucial age of making families and some of them have great responsibilities at home, especially the female members. Most of them would rather create and experiment more and follow all the new events on Art in Athens and abroad, visit galleries and Museums as they did when they were students, but teaching and family “come in the way”. Some of them express a feeling of frustration. All of these matters are good artistic and sociological material for discussion with adolescents and even with parents who are concerned with their children’s future, if they study Art. 

The collector and donor, G.I.Katsigras, was, as previously said, a brilliant person of his time, a “homo universalis” very modest and he was seldom interviewed. After his death, there are some people of his environment or his family who could talk about him, about his strong and successful preferences, about his friendship with famous artists, about his support (in the sense of Renaissance patronage) to artists who needed it. All this information, sometimes neglected and taken for granted is valuable in times like ours, when Art is seen merely as an investment and not as a source of enjoyment and deep culture. 

In Greece, and especially in provincial towns, elderly citizens do not visit Museums frequently and even less do they participate in Museums’ activities. They neither consider them as of their own nor do Museums find ways to attract them. It is an excellent challenge for Directors to convince them to assist the Museum’s work, with their memories, their long experience and compiled knowledge. Adults want to participate and to be active and involved. So both parts will benefit. There are some very interesting paintings in the M.A.G.L. that refer to local history and landscape. The triptych “Earthquake” and the great veduta “Larissa” by A. Asteriades and “The Fair at the bridge of river Pineus” by D. Yioldassis are some of them. The great earthquake in Larissa of the 1950’s destroyed much of the old town and very little of its old character remains now. Older citizens can remind the younger ones of the muddy, flat town but lively and commercial it once was. (M.A.G.L., 2005, Vlachos, 158-175, Pavlopoulos, 176- 187, 278-81, 294, 297-8)    

CONCLUSIONS 

Al the above propositions, empirical in majority, could encourage artists, audience and museum staff to exchange feelings, experiences, knowledge, information and questions and come to aesthetic conclusions having to do with Art and its role in modern societies. The contact and communication between all those groups of different people can give answers on historical and social matters too. Museums and Art Galleries in particular are not and should not be considered as subjects of the Market. It is not their own financial problems they must solve with all these programs and new ideas they bring forward. (Cannon- Brooks, 2001, 122- 5) It is the deeper understanding of human and historical evolution that they must encourage without the agony of “big events and shows” but by cultivating the inquiring and demanding spirit to their audiences, younger and older. Citizens who ask and try to explain the past are in a position to change the present and the future to the better. 
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 Notes : 

1. The titles in […] contain the translation of the Greek title into English. 

2. M.A.G.L. stands for Municipal Art Gallery of Larissa- G.I.Katsigras Museum
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