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ARTS

Greece of days gone by

Robert McCabe’s solo photography exhibition at the Citronne Gallery on Poros

BY ALEXANDRA KOROXENIDIS

When American photographer Robert
McCabe first visited Santorini in 1954,
he and his brother were the only vis-
itors on the island. McCabe clearly re-
mermnbers this from his annual travels
throughout Greece, which occurred at
a time when the country was still un-
touched by tourism. McCabe’s Greece
is nowadays long gone. It survives as
an archetype, aromanticized image of
apoor but unspoiled country with nat-
ural beauty, a rich cultural past and a
varied, indigenous tradition, all har-
moniously tied together.

1t is this archetypal image that the
black-and-white photographs of
Robert McCabe from the 1950s and 60s,
currently on display in the artist’s so-
loexhibifion at the Citronne Gallery on
the Saronic island of Poros, have cap-
turec —atleast in the eyes of most con-
ternporary viewers. The roughly 50 im-
ages on view offer a tender perspec-
five as well as an important docu-
mentation of Greece, its islands and its
people. As Tatiana Spinari-Pollali —
owner of the gallery and adjunct pro-
fessor of art history at Boston College
—rightly notes, the images are neither
a sentimental nor a stereotypical im-
age of Greece but a “personal visual di-
ary in which the documentary and the
aesthetic become one” and where
“classicism and clarity” are strong el-
ements.

McCabe experienced all the changes
brought on over the years by devel-
opment. But he was lucky and ad-
venturous enough to have discov-
ered Greece before change occurred.
He was an undergraduate student at
Princeton when he first visited Greece.
Together with his brother they had
planned a “grand tour” itinerary that
was set to end in Egypt. Captivated by
Greece, McCabe and his brother can-
celed therest of the trip and spent the
remaining time visiting the Greek is-
lands. Back home from that first trip,
McCabe tried to switch to Princeton’s
Department of Classics. Because Latin
was a prerequisite, he remained in the
English Department but completed a
thesis on Lord Byron and Greece and
used some of his photographs as il-
lustrations.

Although he has traveled extensively
around the world, McCabe says that
Greece is the place he knows best. Since
that first visit, he has returned every
year. Greece is now practically his sec-
ond home. In fact, for the past 12 years
orso, McCabe has spent half of the year
in Athens, at his home in Plaka, along
with his Greek-born wife.

“Literally from the first day [ came
to Athens, I felt at home in the city, al-
though very few people spoke English
then, or French,” McCabe told Athens
Plus.

Yet his travels in those early days
were far from easy. “I remember on
that first trip, traveling from Rhodes
to Siteia via Kassos and Karpathos. It
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was a 23-hour journey on a tiny boat
called Dodekanisos, which actually
sank the following year in a storm on
the same run;” he recounted.

The next year, McCabe went on a
tour of the Peloponnese with British
archaeologist and professor Alan Wace
—a couple of photographs from that
trip are included in the exhibition. But
the islands were probably the places
he loved the most.

“They were untouched cultural is-
lands that had grown upisolated from
the other places and had developed their
own characteristics. I found this to be
fascinating,” McCabe said. “One would
often stay at the local people’s homes
orsmall guesthouses. I remember how
the mayor of Ios had given his bed to
one of the people traveling with us and
slept on the floor. And what an archi-
tectural jewel the Hora [main town] of
Ios was.”

Tourist development minimized
the options he once had. “Greece was
a stable platform for so long. The
changes that occurred are almost
unimaginable to me. They happened
at differentrates in different places.
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Untouched

McCabe was inspired by
the indigenous cultures of
the Greek islands
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But I am sure that one can still find
places and villages in Greece that are
untouched by tourism,” McCabe
said.

Though McCabe cannot find the lo-
cal cultures in the places he original-
ly visited and that had so inspired him,
he still takes photographs of Greece.
In the 1980s and 90s, he produced a se-
ries on the island of Patmos, where he
has a summer home, which he plans
to exhibit on the island, probably
nextyear.

Early beginnings
Although McCabe did not make a liv-
ing out of photography and opted for

aprofessional career in venture capi-
tal financing, photography was a vo-
cation he undertook when he was just
a child. “My father gave me a Rollei-
flex camera when I was 4,” he told
Athens Plus.

Because his father was presidentand
publisher of the New York Daily Mir-
ror, then the second-biggest selling
newspaper in the United States,
McCabe was exposed to news pho-
tography from an early age. The images
in Life magazine, National Geograph-
ic (which asked him to take photo-
graphs of the Greek islands in 1957) and
US Camera Annual trained his eye for
photography.

McCabe worked in black-and-white
photography but also used color start-
ing in 1957; he all but completely
switched to color in the 80s. Although
trained in classical techniques, he
has been using digital photography for
the past seven years or so.

Over the past three years, McCabe
has been working on a series focusing
ona particulararea of New York’s Cen-
tral Park. There are plans for a forth-
coming publication on the work, The
photographer’s most recent plan is the
documentation of an archaeological
site in Greece. Anotheridea is a series
based on the life of McCabe’s Greek
artist-friends in Paris.

Although McCabe has produced a
large body of work, he has not shown
his work extensively. The exhibition
on Poros should be noted as his first
exhibition in a commercial space in
Greece. The only other was a show held
in 2009 in Paris, in the context of the
Mois de la Photo event.

Abook titled “Greece: Images of an
Enchanted Land, 1954-1965,” now in
its fourth printing, was published in
Greece by Patakis. Images from
McCabe’s trip to Havana in 1998 were
also published by Patakis in 2007 and
sowas a selection of photographs from
his trips in the United States, Europe
and Antarctica. (There are also inter-
national publications on McCabe’s
work.)

Alarge portion of his work has still
not been published or shown. This in-
cludes portraits of Greek people whom
McCabe met during his trips in the
mid-50s, a series that the artist would
like to exhibit as a whole.

Some images of everyday people are
included in the Poros exhibition. Pho-
tographs of a celebration following a
baptism on Myconos, the image of
three young girls in Epirus and of fam-
ily and friends traveling on a ship’s
deck evoke a bygone Greece, They are
avaluable documentation of the past
that helps the viewer see present-day
Greece in the broader context of 20th-
century history.

" Robert McCabe's solo
# exhibition at the Citronne
Gallery (te! 22980.22401) on the
seafront in the main town of Poros
runs through May 12
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