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FROM ANTIQUITY TO UTOPIA – 
A JOURNEY THROUGH TIME

STILL FROM “ON THE WAY TO COLONUS”, VR360, LOUKIA ALAVANOU, 2021 
PRODUCED BY VRS, THE FIRST EDITION OF “ON THE WAY TO COLONUS” WAS POWERED BY  

ONASSIS CULTURE AND IS PART OF THE ONASSIS COLLECTION

“I was visiting an off-the-map area to the west of Athens, when I got lost and  
found myself in the Romani ghetto, which is one of the toughest places in  
Greece. This Romani community moved here in the 1980s from Thebes, just like 
Oedipus, who was also from Thebes. There is actually an assumption that  
the path Oedipus took on his way from Thebes to Colonus passed through this 
precise location, Nea Zoi – which interestingly enough means ‘New Life’.”

Loukia Alavanou

At the Greek Pavilion artist and filmmaker 
Loukia Alavanou invites her audience on 
a journey through time that unfolds along 
the themes of aging and dying, human 
dignity and universal freedom, artistic  
vision and the present social reality. The 
core of her installation Oedipus in Search 
of Colonus is a 15-minute film shot with 
virtual reality, which transposes an al-
most 2,500-year-old drama by the famous 
playwright Sophocles into the present 
and even looks to the future. Alavanou, 
whose previous works often employed 
filmic collage, now tells a linear narra-
tive for the first time, using a bold combi- 
nation of documentary, fiction, drone 
flights, slapstick, pop-inspired video clips, 
crude farce and a complex VR 360-degree  
technology. 

Curated by Heinz Peter Schwerfel



The 42-year-old Greek artist Loukia Alavanou is known for her col-
lage-like videos. She studied art in London, Brussels and Ghent 
and was awarded the prestigious Greek DESTE Prize for her films, 
which are infused with political, feminist, and psychoanalytical 
elements. Curator of the exhibition is Heinz Peter Schwerfel, a 
German specialist in the art of the moving image, who is based 
in Cologne and Paris. This marks the first time that a German  
curator is responsible for the Greek Pavilion.
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The past: 
Borrowed from Sophocles’ final dramatic 
work, Oedipus at Colonus, an invisible 
chorus tells the story of Oedipus, infa-
mous for horrible deeds ranging from 
patricide to incest, who is banned from 
his city Thebes. Old and blind and aided 
by his daughter – and sister – Antigone,  
Oedipus happens to come to Colonus, 
a holy site dedicated to the Furies. This 
forbidden place is where he chooses to 
die. For the first time, he goes against 
the will of the gods, who until then had  
dictated his ill-fated life. Finally, he wishes 
to choose his own destiny.

The present: 
Alavanou filmed her version of Sophocles’ 
drama in the shanty settlement Nea Zoi 
in Aspropyrgos, located to the west of 
Athens, an area close to what was once 
Colonus, and where today a large commu-
nity of Roma live. All the roles in the drama 
are played by the Roma with conscious 
exaggeration and obvious enjoyment – in-
cluding the apparent farce of being able to 
die and be buried in freedom. The Roma 
of Nea Zoi thereby mimic their own fates, 
from armed disputes among each another 
to the struggle against the Greek authori-
ties, who do not allow them to be buried 
close to a place where they have managed 
to put down roots.

The future:
In Venice, Alavanou constructs an imagi-
nary carousel that is typical of her work. 
Taking a detour through antiquity, she 
steers towards present conflicts and  
futuristic technologies, coupling the an-
cient drama of Sophocles with the utopian 
visions of Greek architect Takis Zenetos 
(1926 – 1977). In his futuristic sketches  
Zenetos designed a networked world. 
With his architectonic shelters resem-
bling nests or capsules he dreamed of 
an omnipresent wiring, copper or glass  
fibers, serving as an adult umbilical cord; 
he desired to create vital architecture  
fostering connections between people. 



On a formal level, Oedipus in Search of  
Colonus also tries to connect people 
through architecture, while playing on 
the theme of isolation, which is necessary 
for the viewing of the VR film. Within the 
Greek Pavilion, Alavanou constructs four 
hemispherical domes of different sizes in 
accordance with a design by the Athens 
avant-garde architecture office AREA and 
the designer Dimitris Korres. These do-
mes consist of an aluminum framework 
that is spanned with sound-absorbent 
material on the inside. Their form plays 
on the antique Pantheon and also on the 
geodesic domes of the visionary American 
architect Buckminster Fuller, thus drawing 
a conceptual arc that extends from anti-
quity to the futuristic realm of Takis Zene-
tos. The 15 seats for the public are also 
inspired by Zenetos, resulting in a unique 
hybrid between a television armchair and 
desk chair. Specifically constructed by Di-
mitri Korres, who is not only designer but 
also an inventive engineer, these seats 
guarantee a maximal freedom of move-
ment for viewers, enabling them not only 
to see but also experience the 360-degree 
range of the VR film. The viewing expe-
rience is thus not only virtual but also phy-
sical, taking place in an space defined by 

the dome architecture. Another element 
is a sophisticated ambisonics sound de-
sign, consisting mainly of a soundscape 
recorded in the Romani community. The 
space also features beams of light which 
punctuate semi-darkness of the pavilion, 
underscoring the dramatic atmosphere in 
which members of the public are guided 
to their individual seats by staff. 

The notion of communication and mutual 
understanding is something that Alava-
nou consciously and casually introdu-
ces in relation to the theatrical world of  
Sophocles, which even two thousand ye-
ars ago thematically revolved around the 
understanding and tolerance of the ne-
arby inhabitants of a sacred site such as 
Colonus. In recent years Alavanou’s work 
has been accompanied by an increasingly 
political view of social problems. With an 
obvious affinity for farce and pop culture, 
the artist brutally probes the wounds of 
contemporary neoliberal societies – not 
just those of Greece – which mistrust an-
ything foreign and violently try to exclude 
it. Sometimes her works are full of humor, 
as in The Hunter (2013/14), which deals 
with the theme of gold and a national 
Greek mine sold to private investors under 
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questionable conditions. The work con-
sists of her own footage from the Greek 
gold mine in combination with found foo-
tage from movies, including a segment in 
which elegant and distinguished gentle-
men, all dubbed by Alavanou herself, de-
bate about higher taxes for the rich.

Sometimes her works are more violent, 
like in Ducktator (2012), when an elegant 
elderly woman seems to present a news 
segment excerpted from a Greek channel 
that dates from the years of the dictator-
ship in the 1970s. However, the woman’s 
mouth does not sync with the sound. As 
we discover from the accompanying text, 
this is in fact Alavanou’s grandmother, 
who has Alzheimers and who is rattling 
on about her own memories from the pe-
riod. She then hoarsely sings a song, and 
suddenly she is shown wearing a grima-
cing mask, of the kind that also appear in 
the film of the Sophocles drama. 
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Describing her reasons to combine amateur acting and the demanding  
VR 360-degree technology in her newest work Alavanou says: 

“I am very interested in the theatricality of the medium.  
If I’m not mistaken, it was Antonin Artaud who introduced  
the term ‘virtual reality’ in relation to his theater of cruelty.  
And I think there are many aspects of that kind of cruelty  
in the way I work.”

ON THE WAY TO COLONUS 
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The exhibition is organized with the support of the Greek Ministry of Culture  
and Sports. “On the Way to Colonus” was powered by Onassis Culture and the first 
edition of the film is part of the Onassis Collection.
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