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ABSTRACT

In this paper, we will study the work of Konstantinos Volanakis, a leading yet underrated figure in 19th-century
Greek seascape painting. We will explore his unique artistic identity through the prism of history and symbolism,
emphasizing the thematic richness and emotional depth of his nautical iconography. The study will explore Volanakis’s
seascape painting as an existential and cultural heritage treasure, its place in the broader context of Greek art, and the
reasons behind its limited recognition. Central to this study is the integration of digital technologies. For the needs
of this study, an interactive website, a virtual exhibition, and a digital timeline were created - designed to enhance
accessibility and public participation. This digital study was established by the author’s interactive work, entitled
“Konstantinos Volanakis, the Poet of the Sea”, which is implemented as an online platform and was created for the
needs of the course “WWW and Digital Collections Management”, for the master’s program in Digital Culture from
the University of Piracus. By connecting it to the present, the research demonstrates how Volanakis’ themes of travel,
migration, and “belonging” have an effect in contemporary contexts, while at the same time highlighting the potential of
digital cultural heritage works to promote critical thinking and preserve collective memory.
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1. Introduction

Konstantinos Volanakis’s work, which I came across
by chance at the Basilica of Saint Mark in Heraklion,
Crete, in the summer of 2024, was breathtaking. Volanakis
is one of the major figures in the modern Greek seascape
painting. His work, besides the cultural aspect it offered,
took visitors on a journey of exploration and emotion.
His paintings are characterized by depth and emotional
impact and have contributed to the development of nine-
teenth-century Greek art. The interaction of light and wa-
ter, the accuracy of the detail, and the atmosphere of his
works transformed his paintings into stories where present,
past, memory, and feeling meet. Ports, ships, and waves
are not simply visual subjects, but mainly symbolic and
narrative elements that reflect broader cultural and existen-
tial concerns.

Based on this experience, this study examines the
artistic and cultural significance of the work of Konstan-
tinos Volanakis. Furthermore, it investigates how his art
goes beyond the traditional seascape to become a source of
narrative, identity, and emotion. After this introduction, the
study is divided into five major parts. In the first section,
the work of Volanakis is examined from an artistic and cul-
tural perspective. The second part presents a historical and
theoretical background of the evolution of seascape paint-
ing in Europe and Greece, its symbolism, and the position
of Volanakis in Greek modern seascape painting. The third
part emphasizes the role of digital media in both education
and cultural participation; thus, the modern technologies’
contribution to the public’s relationship with cultural heri-
tage is elucidated. The fourth part explores the author’s in-
teractive digital work about Konstantinos Volanakis. This
part will describe its creation, thematic layout, and ease of
use. Lastly, in the fifth part, we will bring the discussion to
a close with the conclusions and outline the possibilities of
future research.

Within our research’s approach and the way we ex-
perienced it, the sea is the timeless element around Vola-
nakis’ work, and it is not merely the source of his art but
also a cultural metaphor that links memory, travel, identity,
and emotional life. His art pieces still speak to present-day

viewers, although they belong to the nineteenth-century. In

fact, they have been able to transcend time.

2. Artistic and Cultural Dimensions
of Konstantinos Volanakis’ Work

Konstantinos Volanakis turned out to be one of the
major seascape artists of the nineteenth century. By study-
ing his artwork, our main intention was to attract the pub-
lic and open them to the great value of Volanakis’ work
as we experienced it. We were impressed with his work
profoundly when we happened to meet it in the summer of
2024, in the exhibition ‘Konstantinos Volanakis—Water-
line’ . In it, we not only recognized his very own artistic
personality but also the thematic complexity of his work.
Within Volanakis’ work, one will notice that historical nar-
rative, poetic elements, and the technical perfection of a
great painter are combined. In this exhibition, we also had
the opportunity to see Volanakis’ works with a different
eye. In some of his later works, a strong emotional charge
is reflected. The dark seas, the silent atmosphere, and the
feeling of loneliness and abandonment constituted Vola-
nakis’ emotional confession.

In this section, we will highlight specific artistic
characteristics that define his style and reveal the layers
of meaning embedded in each art piece. From dramatic
scenes of naval battles to peaceful scenes of daily life in
the harbor.

2.1. Interpretive Framework and Pedagogical
Orientation

The study mainly aims to enhance visitors’ skills
through visual literacy in understanding complex visual
compositions, through close observation and analysis of
Volanakis’ art to develop their aesthetic perception . Visi-
tors who visit a museum where Volanakis’ art is hosted can
figure out how the history and culture of the time the art-
ist lived influenced his art and realize that the sea was not
only the source of Greek identity but also the way nature
was expressed in art. This kind of process changes the vis-
itor from a simple passive point of view into a more active
and involved one, and at the same time, makes deeper and
more personal connections with the artworks ™.

The research, using directors’ questions and interac-
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tive interpretive instruments, informs the viewers about the
artist’s intentions and the significant part of his subjects in
the symbolic system, more than just what they represent.
Coasts and piers, bays and seas, boats and ships, calm wa-
ters and raging waves, the voyages of ships and the life of
fishermen: all these elements that make up the sea and its
world are depicted by Konstantinos Volanakis in seascapes
of unique skill, which draw the viewer into a virtual jour-
ney into seafaring and the relationship of man’s life with
the water element, as a generator and as a horizon of ex-
pectation. Besides that, by means of creative activities and
being open to different interpretations, the same tool helps
in finding one’s inner voice and convinces one to take up
painting as a means of reflection and as a source of cre-
ative fantasy.

In any case, the study is not simply focused on art
but is also directed to give the recognition Konstantinos
Volanakis deserved, as one of the founders of modern
Greek seascape painting, and has not been given as much
as it should. Volanakis is one of the artists who did a lot to
bring the spirit of the nation’s maritime heritage into Greek
Art, although his name is mostly mentioned among other
artists who have been more popular. The study of his work
and the distribution of it reconstruct the public with art and
enhance the collective memory. Making Volanakis the cen-
ter of the scene contributes to the removal of this historical
problem and makes sure that his heritage is not only within
the academic world but also in the public, thus, a renewed
acknowledgment of his skillful portrayal of the Greek sea
is being fostered.

The thorough investigation of his work and its spread
is a way of returning the public to art through study and
thus elevating the collective memory. Centering the scene
on Volanakis helps to solve this historical problem of the
past and makes sure that his heritage is not only in the ac-
ademic world but also among the people, thus, a renewed
acknowledgment of his skillful portrayal of the Greek sea

is being facilitated.

2.2. Originality and Cultural Significance

In the era in which he lived, Konstantinos Volanakis

was considered a failure . The present study comes to

dethrone this perception and place him in the position he
deserves. The innovation of this study lies in the fact that it
not only analyzes the artist’s work from an aesthetic point
of view, but through the prism of digitality and digital cul-
ture, it leads the visitor to see his work with different eyes,
to feel, to learn, to experience. The way the work was ap-
proached and the creation of the platform also present a
pedagogical perspective of his art. The digitality that was
incorporated to present Volanakis’ paintings makes the
interaction more accessible and attractive to a wider, and
especially younger audience . By doing so, it works as a
link between the past and the present, thus the study of the
sea as an aesthetic, historical, and symbolic landscape is
facilitated.

Konstantinos Volanakis’s work expands beyond a
simple idea for a traditional exhibition. Through a live-
ly and interactive platform, the audience is led to critical
thinking and personal interpretations, which in turn make
his work relevant to the new generation. This study is dis-
tinguished by its contemporary, complex, and multi-lay-
ered approach to his art. Visitors are provided with a vir-
tual tour to “travel” into the marine worlds of the artist
and thus confront the art directly and experientially. An
impressive digital interaction allows visitors to study the
most detailed parts, the textures of the waves, the colors of
the sky, the rigging of the ships, etc., of Volanakis’ com-
positions. The virtual world offers an exceptional position
that is not limited to a close-up view alone but can extend
to other very close aspects, such as his subtle use of light
and his power to depict the sea’s dramatic and ever-chang-
ing moods.

At the same time, the innovation of this study also
appears in the “conversation” that begins between the
past and the present. The sea, the journey, the escape, the
nostalgia, the return, and the belonging are re-examined
through the filter of today’s dilemmas. Through this prism,
Volanakis’ works acquire a new perspective, acquiring
not only resonance, but also an emotional depth, strong
enough to move and inspire today’s man. We realize, then,
that Volanakis’ paintings may address another world of the
nineteenth century, but the themes that are presented and
evoked are eternal and will be forever relevant. They have

a compelling potential to become a mirror of the modern
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human condition, thus building the connection between us
and the collective past of sea voyages and emotional land-

scapes, which are still influential in shaping the world.

2.3. Research Questions of the Study

A series of interrelated questions is aimed at being
answered by the present study. The most basic of all is the
artistic contribution and cultural significance of Konstan-
tinos Volanakis in contemporary Greek Art. The research
embraces the entire work of Volanakis, focusing on the
sea and the emotional charge it holds, from an existential,
cultural, and symbolic perspective. Furthermore, the study
aims to answer and explain the reasons why Volanakis
was not recognized as deserving and, on the contrary, was
considered a failure. We will demonstrate how modern
technologies, mainly using digital tools, can provide new
ways of interaction and create a new sensation for a nine-
teenth-century artist. Finally, the research delves into how
ports and marine life, as presented in Volanakis’ work, are
not only places where someone comes and goes, but also

represent transition, memory, and identity.

2.4. Key Themes and Analytical Focus

The study reveals both the artistic and cultural influ-
ence of Konstantinos Volanakis, one of the leading Greek
artists of the nineteenth century. At its core, the visual out-
put of the artist himself is the subject of a dual approach,
both aesthetic and thematic, with the depiction of the sea,
the journey, coastal spaces, and the people inhabiting these
maritime environments receiving most of the attention. His
artwork is not just historical records; rather, they are com-
plex visual stories in which the strokes, the light, and the
arrangement signify a unique view of the sea world. We
see his technical perfection, surpassing representational re-
alism and touching the viewer on a deeper emotional level.

The sea is always present in Volanakis’ life, so his
visual references influence his subject matter. Volanakis
lives in an era in which many nations are born, and each
nation wants to show its superiority through the connec-
tion with a glorious past or with important historical events

Bl The subject matter he chooses to depict is part of the

framework of historical iconography, choosing themes that
are mainly related to the sea. These works stand out in in-
ternational competitions and are purchased by prominent
personalities, as Volanakis lives far from Greece . The
depiction of marine life has always been a favorite subject;
in these works, he highlights the grandeur of nature and
the condemnation of human existence in front of it. It is
important to note that the work of Konstantinos Volanakis
can also be characterized as ethnographic. Even though at
first glance it is not the man who dominates the work but
the sea and the ships, the painter gives us a lot of infor-
mation about the social class of the people he depicts and
their occupations. The use of the sea coastline should not
be seen only as its main motif, but as a symbol of change,
expectation, and transformation. The scenes depicted are
transformed into places that project broader human and
cultural narratives. If we consider the works with which
we came into contact in the Heraklion exhibition, but also
with the research carried out on the life and more general
work of Volanakis, we see that these scenes that are pro-
jected do not only represent a geographical landscape but
also become symbols of collective memory .

The study records the artistic and intellectual heri-
tage of Volanakis as it was preserved, reinterpreted, and
transmitted to the present day . Intending to bring today’s
man into contact with the art of this great painter, we were
led to include his work in a digital and educational con-
text, the virtual tour of the digital museum, and the use
of modern pedagogical methods. This engagement with
Volanakis’ work and our experiential experience led us to
pose a vital question about how nineteenth-century art can
be revived and reborn in the present. New technologies
have facilitated this interaction of a historical work with
a younger contemporary audience, making the issues dis-
cussed understandable and attractive ", Through the mesh
of the artistic work, its maritime and cultural background,
and its current digital reinterpretation, the paper provides
a multifaceted view of Volanakis’ input. It argues that his
work should not be considered a mere vestige of the past,
but a living and vibrant body of work, which has the power
to influence not only our comprehension of Greek identity

but also of the eternal human relationship with the sea.
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2.5.Scope and Limitations of the Study

The study being carried out faces certain limitations.
Its main limitation lies in the fact that it focuses exclusive-
ly on the work, life, and career of Konstantinos Volanakis,
a fact that narrows our thematic orientation. Although on
the one hand we have a focused and detailed examination
of Volanakis’ work, on the other hand, we have not ful-
ly developed the more general picture of Greek art of the
nineteenth century. Having focused our attention on Vola-
nakis’ analysis, the study identifies from the smallest to the
largest level the profound influence of his work. However,
the research is confined to the poor and incomplete archi-
val sources and the biographical material for Volanakis.
A good number of points regarding Volanakis’ life and art
are not only unrecorded but also unpublished; therefore,
it is imperative to make use of the secondary sources and
a well-thought-out interpretive approach to the pieces of
evidence. The shortage of primary documents hampers the
artist’s working methods, influences, and personal experi-
ences from being brought up with absolute certainty.

The next limitation is related to the absence of the
artist’s own analytical commentary or theoretical writing
on the subject. Compared to the later painters who have
left behind letters, diaries, or essays, the voice of Volanakis
hardly occurs in the historical records. Consequently, the
study mainly depends on the visual language of his works
for nearly all its proofs. Though it poses several interpre-
tative possibilities, it leaves the scholars with less direct
access to his artistic intentions and symbolic choices,
therefore, requiring academic inference supported by the
contextual understanding. These impediments determine
the research strategy that has been embraced in this inquiry
and bring out not only the difficulties but also the interpre-
tive opportunities in dealing with a nineteenth-century art-

ist whose heritage is mostly recorded in his art.

2.6. Future Research Perspectives

In this last chapter of the second part, we would
like to present the prospects for future research. One ap-
proach is to investigate the art of Konstantinos Volanakis

not simply as an individual case of a great seascape paint-

er, but also in comparison with other Greek and European
seascape painters of the nineteenth century. Something
like this would highlight both the similarities and the dif-
ferences between the artists, in terms of thematic choice,
technique, and style. For example, a comparison between
Volanakis and the painters of the Munich School might
bring to light how his focus on the Greek light, the coast-
al areas, and life at sea either corresponds to or relates to
the stylistic features of his German contemporaries. Even
the influence of artistic heritage on later artists in Greece
could be an equally interesting research topic. Studying
how the elements of his style, the chosen themes, and even
the treatment of seascapes are reflected in Greek painting
of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries could be one of
the ways to discover how he not only contributed but gave
the genre a whole new direction.

Moreover, digital humanities can also serve as a
powerful tool to further research in this field. The attempt
to create digital archives, virtual exhibitions and museums,
the development of immersive technologies, such as aug-
mented and virtual reality (Figure 1), could be some more
innovative ways in which Volanakis’ work could be dis-
seminated and presented, and why not used by the educa-
tional sector. These instruments can open up new avenues
for visual analysis, increase public access to artworks, and
provide opportunities for in-depth engagement with works
from the past. In addition, the research on seascapes as
national identity and collective memory is a less explored
area that has great potential. Understanding how Volanakis’
depictions of nautical scenes, coastal landscapes, and ma-
rine life fed cultural narratives of the post-independence
period can give us a picture of the political and social envi-
ronment that gave birth to his masterpieces.

To sum up, thorough and pointed archival research
has the potential to not only broaden but also substantial-
ly enrich our current understanding of his biography and
his creative work. Digging into private collections, local
archives, and long-standing institutions in Greece and Ger-
many could unearth letters, sketches, or documents that
have never been published. Such materials would not only
bridge the gaps that exist in the artist’s biography but also

reveal facets of the artist beyond his iconic
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Figure 1. Digital exhibition with ArtStep.

3. Seascape Painting: History, Sym-
bolism, and Digital Engagement

Mitchell argued that landscape should not be consid-
ered merely a depiction of nature, but also a cultural medi-
um through which power, ideology, and social relations are
depicted . A depicted seascape, according to this view, is
placed in the same context; the sea world is transformed
into a visible and invisible expression. The sea that is de-
picted becomes the place where the stories of colonization,
the exchange of commodities, and the discovery of other
lands are told or contested. The aesthetics of the sublime,
to begin with, were defined and differentiated by Edmund
Burke ' and later by Immanuel Kant ", The aesthetic of
the sublime describes an experience of grandeur, vastness,
or power that overwhelms our senses, creating a mixed
feeling of awe, terror, and delight, as opposed to purely
pleasurable beauty. It involves pleasurable discomfort as
reason grapples with the infinite (like a starry sky or a rag-
ing storm), leading to a sense of human insignificance, but
also to a connection with a higher, transcendental capacity,
which has been famously explored by philosophers such as
Burke and Kant and is central to Romantic art.

The sea, in all its expanse, has always been a symbol
of immensity, the unknown, the soul, adventure, while in
antiquity it was a source of inspiration and was associated
with deities . Turner, with his series of stormy seas and

shipwrecks, depicted the weakness of human nature and

the invincible power of nature "', In Turner’s art, we see
beyond a simple seascape and are led to ponder and re-
flect on where man can go. Today, a different take on the
issue is presented by works of research in mobility stud-
ies and maritime history, which positions the ocean as an
ever-changing source of connections, flows, and cultural
exchanges . Under the influence of such arguments,
the art of seascape is thought of not only as the depiction
of the water and the ships but of the wider early modern
globalization processes, which comprised the movement
of goods, people, and ideas. The sea, with the fears and
dreams it hides deep within it, is uniquely depicted in the
works of European artists ',

During the seventeenth century, the Dutch Republic
was a leading force at sea in terms of both trade and na-
val warfare. Dutch painters, such as Willem van de Velde
the Elder and Younger, created more accurate depictions
of ships and battleships, thus celebrating the sea power of
the Republic "', These masterpieces showcase Mitchell’s
stance on landscape as a medium for culture, whereby the
ocean here was representative not of nature’s ruthless side
but the triumph of a sea-and-trade-merging state "*. By the
Romantic turn, Britain reinvented the sea scene to delve
into the awe-inspiring concept of the sublime.

Today, a different take on the issue is presented by
works of research in mobility studies and maritime history,
which positions the ocean as an ever-changing source of

connections, flows, and cultural exchanges "*. Under the
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influence of such arguments, the art of seascape is thought
of not only as the depiction of the water and the ships but
of the wider early modern globalization processes, which
comprise the movement of goods, people, and ideas "',
The sea was the space that symbolized both the dreams
and the fears of early modern Europe, and the artists react-
ed by depicting these alongside each other in their works.

During the seventeenth century, the Dutch Republic
was a leading force at sea in terms of both trade and na-
val warfare. The Dutch painters like Willem van de Velde
the Elder and Younger were intent on producing the most
breath-taking and accurate portrayal of ships and marine
battles, thus celebrating the maritime power of the Repub-
lic ", These masterpieces showcase Mitchell’s stance on
landscape as a medium for culture, whereby the ocean here
was representative not of nature’s ruthless side but the tri-
umph of a sea-and-trade-merging state "*’. By the Roman-
tic turn, Britain reinvented the sea scene to delve into the
awe-inspiring concept of the sublime. The English Roman-
tic “painter of light”, Turner, managed to connect with Ed-
mund Burke’s theory of the Sublime, an aesthetic concept
of overwhelming awe and terror in nature, which deeply
influenced his dramatic seascapes and landscapes . Turn-
er, through expressive colors, his stormy seascapes and de-
pictions of light, managed to depict the vastness of nature.
On the other hand, Italian vedutisti such as Canaletto were
able to show this connection between sea and city life in
a different way. The city of Venice, with its canals and la-
goons, was not depicted only through its architectural per-
spective, but as a continuation of the sea, thus presenting
the importance of marine life culturally, socially, and archi-
tecturally ', During the same period, Claude-Joseph Ver-
net’s array of French harbors, made for Louis XV, brought
together the factual and the allegorical. His depictions are
a perfect example of how a seascape could be used to rep-
resent Enlightenment ideas about progress, rationality, and
effective government. For a nation to be glorious, it needed
naval power "1,

The art of painting seascapes throughout Europe
spans much deeper than the mere visualization of water.
This is an intimate cultural activity that is intricately linked
to the discourses around identity, power, beauty, and mo-
dernity. The Dutch case highlights the sea as a source of

national trade; the British case foregrounds the sublime;

Italian vedute emphasize the incorporation of marine imag-
ery into civic life; and the French Enlightenment painting
underscores the role of the state and scientific observation.
Taken together, these instances point to the fact that the
seascape should not just be seen as one of the visual arts,
but also as a theoretical and cultural construct that acts as

an intermediary between Europe and the rest of the world.

3.1.The Development of Greek Seascape
Painting

The depiction of the sea has a long history, from
antiquity as a symbol of power, mystery, and journey,
evolving from religious and mythological scenes to re-
alistic landscapes, ethnography, and modern, abstract, or
surrealist approaches that express the psyche of the artist
and the path of man. From Minoan frescoes to represen-
tations of vases, in the Greek space, the sea has occupied
and occupies a significant role as it is inextricably linked
to national identity and history "*. However, in Byzantine
art, the landscape was rare and usually under the control of
religious stories "', Only with the coming of the modern
Greek state in the nineteenth century did the sea become a
subject with a distinct and dominant character in the paint-
ing of landscapes. The Greek Revolution of 1821 and the
naval battles that accompanied it established the seascape
as a symbol of freedom and national identity. The naval
battles of the Greek Revolution were vividly depicted by
Greek and philhellene painters of the nineteenth century,
such as Eugeéne Delacroix and Nicolas Gyzis, with works
that glorify heroism, the sea, and battle, integrating the
naval conflicts into the broader narrative of national awak-
ening. Greek seascape painting has been evolving this cen-
tury with the great contribution and work of great painters
such as Ioannis Altamouras, Aristides Prosalentis, and es-
pecially Konstantinos Volanakis *”.

Volanakis, who was born in Heraklion, Crete, in
1837, started off working in trade but eventually changed
his career to art. His artistic growth was very much influ-
enced by the time he spent studying at the Academy of
Fine Arts in Munich with Karl von Piloty, a most promi-
nent member of the Munich School. There, he first encoun-
tered the European tradition of seascape painting, and here

he decided to engage systematically with seascape paint-
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ing. His artistic rise occurred when, in 1867, at the age of
just 29, he won first prize in an international competition
announced by the Emperor of Austria, Franz Joseph I,
for the visual depiction of the naval battle of Lissa (1866).
According to the terms of the competition, the artist who
would be awarded would have the right to travel free of
charge for two years on Austrian warships in the Adriatic
to study the ships and the marine topography, to better exe-
cute his composition. Volanakis’ design received first prize
among the many participating and eminent artists, and
such was the enthusiasm of the Austrian Emperor, who,
when Volanakis submitted his design, approved his imme-
diate boarding on a ship of the Austrian fleet with which he
would circumnavigate the Adriatic and Dalmatian coasts "',

Volanakis’ art combines the disciplined style of the
Munich School with his deep knowledge of Greek mari-
time culture. His works range from painful sea battles and
turbulent seas to the serene coastal coastline, demonstrat-
ing his knowledge, his skill in creative depiction, and the
capture of emotion. Through the use of colors, the play
of light, and the movement of each figure in the water, on
ships, or on the coastline, he not only contributed to the el-
evation of the Greek sea but also to the depiction of Greek
national civilization and culture, which he transformed
into an emblematic medium. Through Volanakis’ artistic
eyes, we see the sea not only as a natural habitat, but also
within the framework of culture and emotion, highlighting
the common memory and Greek maritime life. Ultimately,
Greek seascapes played a decisive role in the evolution of
contemporary art as well as in the aesthetic way the nation
used to express and establish its identity. Their art was
the vehicle by which the sea was transferred from a phys-
ical geographical space to a symbolic field, connecting
Greece’s ancient maritime heritage with the dreams of a

modern and glorious state *'.

3.2. The Symbolic Dimension of the Sea

The sea, in addition to its physical and historical as-
pects, has always been a dominant symbolic and metaphor-
ical theme in the culture of mankind. In literary works—
from Homer’s Odyssey to contemporary poetry of Elytis’
and Cavafy’s—the sea is a place of danger and hope, ban-

ishment and return . To Homer, it is the arena where Od-

ysseus’ journey took place: a place of struggle, grief, and
finally return. Modern Greek poets like C. P. Cavafy used
ocean voyage imagery to represent the journey of life and
the past, while N. G. Seferis saw the sea as an image of ex-
ile, longing, and elevation . For Dinos Christianopoulos,
“the sea is like love. Like Eros.”

In a lot of cases, the sea can be seen as a symbol for
infinity, the unknown, or the unfathomable depths of the
subconscious mind. Gaston Bachelard saw water as one of
the elemental sources of the human imagination, closely
connected to dreaming, letting go, and depth **. The sea,
in psychoanalysis, has always been identified with the
most ancient and universal archetypes of origin and return,
serving as a metaphor of the maternal and the unconscious
™31 These varied things the sea is related to, its symbolic
aspect, go beyond any location or time. The sea, as a met-
aphor, is unrestricted by time or place and symbolizes,
among other things, freedom, danger, transformation, and
existential doubt !,

Seascape art is one of how the sea’s fluctuating
moods and figures are recognized as symbols and felt by
the audience on an intellectual and emotional level in the
presence of the artwork. The sea was for Volanakis not
only a subject but also a brilliant metaphor to express var-
ious ideas, emotions, and experiences. Konstantinos Vola-
nakis’ work bursts with a new dimension if we realize that
not only are the metaphors of the sea a part of his painting
tradition, but also that he dared to challenge them by paint-
ing realist scenes. His turbulent waves, tranquil harbors,
and majestic vessels are, in fact, the visual narratives of
journey, memory, and identity, and not just the straight-
forward descriptive records. His work goes beyond mere
representation and becomes contemplation, both on the
personal and the collective level, as he invites the viewers
to experience silent meditation by the sheer power of his

art and not words.

4. Digital Media, Education, and
Public Engagement with Art

With the arrival of the twenty-first century and the
evolution of technology, digital media have begun to en-
ter the art sector. The presence of virtual museums, on-

line archives, and interactive platforms has fundamentally
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changed the entire way in which artistic works are pro-
cessed and understood by the public. Projects such as the
digital platform Europeana and Google Arts & Culture
provide the entire world with access to very high-resolu-
tion reproductions of works, curated narratives, and multi-
media formats, thus giving users ways of engagement that
are not limited by physical space **. Digital worlds like
these not only support the preservation and recording of
cultural heritage but also open new avenues for learning,
interpretation, and public participation *”. Digitization has
become an essential tool for the operation of modern mu-
seums. It effectively does two things simultaneously; on
the one hand, it preserves and “rescues” fragile works of
art, and secondly, it broadens the accessibility of viewers
wherever they are in the world ™).

Using high-resolution imaging, 3D scanning, and de-
tailed metadata, museums not only save the physical side
of the cultural objects from the inevitable natural decay but
also give researchers the chance to see the objects in such
a way that was impossible before. In this case, a digitally
scanned painting can be a means to show the brushwork,
underdrawings, and surface textures that cannot be seen
even if the work is directly handled. Besides that, digitali-
zation activities are empowering everyone with the same
rights to be the next generation of culture custodians. Be-
cause there are no longer geographical or institutional re-
strictions on platforms such as Europeana and Google Arts
& Culture, users can have open access to large collections,
curated narratives, and virtual tours *'. Despite the signifi-
cant investment that has begun and is being made in digital
culture and the sustainability of digital resources, complex
copyright issues governing the use of digital images con-

tinue to be an obstacle.

4.1. Museums in the Digital Era

Digital engagement goes a step further from just
preservation by focusing on the aspects of participation,
interactivity, and immersive learning. We are already in
the second decade of the 21st century, modern digital tech-
nologies are now everywhere and are constantly evolving,
while most of the world has now become familiar with
their use, enjoying a multitude of new possibilities. Giac-

cardi highlights that one of the most common ways for mu-

seums to engage the public is to enhance their experience
through gamification, augmented reality (AR), and virtual
reality (VR) " For example, through VR technology, the
user can feel like they are inside a painting, wander around
it, and interact °". These digital innovations put the visitor
in an active role, exploring and not just standing as passive
spectators in front of a work of art. When it comes to the
seascapes, digital engagement opens a whole new world
of interpretation. People, through the internet, can “sail”
in the seascapes, get to know the ships in the three-dimen-
sional, or even play with the animated versions of the sea
environments. These kinds of applications not only help
the users to understand the stories told by the seascapes but
also, as they do through the experiences of traveling and
discovering, they create an emotional bond with these nar-
ratives **.

Museums offer excellent examples of how digita-
lization and public involvement can come together. The
National Maritime Museum in Greenwich employs inter-
active installations to show how seascapes are related to
the stories of empire, trade, and exploration, thus chang-
ing the old-fashioned artworks into the documents of
history that are alive. At the Aikaterini Laskaridis Foun-
dation in Greece, online exhibitions have been created
to not only showcase the art of Konstantinos Volanakis
but also to relate it to Greece’s maritime heritage . These
projects convey the message that digital media can be an
instrument for interpretation to become more profound,
for artworks to be contextualized both historically and
culturally, and for the participation of the public to in-
crease. Museums, aspiring to become landmarks of cities,
through new technologies, intend to attract thousands of
visitors, on the one hand by improving their experience,
on the other hand by impressing them at first glance. The
adoption of new technologies by Museums aims at the
effort to free the museum from the encyclopedic charac-
ter it possessed in the past and adopt the idea of the mu-
seum as a multidimensional organization, emphasizing
its social role *"!. The social dimension of its operation
changes for the better, with communication with the pub-
lic, the interpretation, and transmission of the content of
its collections. In addition, the transmission of informa-

tion, non-messages, and experiences is done clearly and
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effectively to different social groups and individuals with
diverse expectations, pursuits, and interests. Thus, digital
technologies come to optimize the services provided to
visitors, but also to the society in which they are located
and operate. This means that the museum now turns its
attention to the individual visitor, wishing to satisfy their

need for information, education, and entertainment.

4.2. Educational and Societal Impact

The idea of learning in museums is not new, and as
Hein states, during the second half of the 19th century,
museums were considered as one type of institution among
others that offered education to the masses ®*. Museums,
therefore, have a long tradition of transmitting knowledge,
and this function was considered the central axis of their
educational activity for many decades. However, today,
museums are more important in facilitating individuals to
develop essential skills for the 21st century *. These skills
include “technological literacy, critical thinking, problem
solving, creativity, social consciousness, and awareness of
the globalized society” **.

The educational and societal impact of digital trans-
formation is huge. Digital platforms allow students to study
artwork in an extremely detailed way; for instance, they
can zoom into the minutest detail or compare works from
different collections without being limited by geography .
Interactive tools facilitate experiential learning and critical
thinking, which are beyond the scope of traditional teaching

B3 With this data, new expectations are being cre-

methods
ated regarding how museums should address their audience.
Thus, museums are trying to integrate new technologies into
their environment to respond to the needs of this new reality.
The public, through open digital collections, is connected
to the exhibits and the respective cultural heritage, and they
become a source of cultural identity and collective memory.
A digital exhibition can significantly contribute to “opening
up” the museum to an audience that faces various challeng-
es, such as geographical distance, disabilities, or low income
B% We see that digitization is not only a technological inno-
vation but a political commitment to accessibility, inclusion,

and cultural dialogue.

All this digital transformation is leading to a change
in the way museums operate, with their role shifting from
being mere custodians of physical objects to being a par-
ticipatory tool for the promotion of cultural heritage. In the
case of seascapes, this new digital model allows people
who live far from marine environments to feel the dyna-
mism of the sea and connect with its symbolic power. In
an online exhibition dedicated to painting, for example,
the public can further analyze the skill of each painter and
delve deeper into their thematic composition. For this rea-
son, it is crucial that cultural spaces make the transition
and make the most of the new possibilities offered by the
evolution of communication providers, because with the
contribution of technology, traditional culture can not only

be preserved but also inspire a larger audience.

5. Project Overview and Usability

The inspiration for the creation of this specific study,
in addition to our visit to the exhibition dedicated to the
work of Konstantinos Volanakis, was also the postgraduate
course in the field of Digital Culture, “WWW and Digital
Collections Management. The creation of this project was
a process based on three main objectives: the functionality
of the website and the applications used within it, the pro-
vision of quality content, its good and simple structure, and
the creation of an interesting and pleasant user experience.
The website entitled “Konstantinos Volanakis, the ‘Poet’
of the Sea” is accessible at: https://konstantinosvolanakis.
weebly.com/ (Figure 2). The platform was created with
Weebly, which is an easy-to-use website builder and was
chosen primarily for its user-friendly interface and flexi-
bility. Thus, the whole process aimed to make navigation
easy and the user journey accessible. The menu organiza-
tion is clear, direct, and functionally structured. Users can
find the data directly in each section, so that they do not
get tired, and the browsing process is uninterrupted. This
design philosophy is in line with both the learning process
and the user’s visual experience, as a result of which users
can delve into the biography and artistic work of Konstan-
tinos Volanakis without facing technical obstacles or com-

plicated navigation.
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KONSTANTINOS VOLANAKIS THE ARTWORK CONTRIBUTORS

This project was prepared within the flamework of the course "World Wide Web and [
Postgraduate Program "Digital Culfire, Smart Cities, loT and Advanced Digital Tech

gital Collections Management", of the
blogies" of the University of Piraeus

Figure 2. Homepage of the digital platform.

5.1. Thematic Structure and Interactive Fea-
tures of the Digital Exhibition

Upon entering the website, visitors are welcomed
by a digital museum environment created and hosted on
the Artsteps platform (https://www.artsteps.com/). In the
museum, the artworks of Konstantinos Volanakis are pre-
sented with simplicity, and are distinguished in four the-
matic axes: “Ports”, “Wave”, “Sunset”, and “Darkness”.
Each of these thematic axes presents, in addition to Vola-
nakis’ talent, the highlighting of the themes in accordance
with his emotional mood and the style of his works. In
addition, the artworks are accompanied by prose and
poetic quotations that aesthetically converse with the
artworks, providing interpretive ideas and deepening
the viewer’s emotional engagement. The atmosphere of
the tour is also enhanced by a piece by internationally
renowned musician Ross Daly, which makes the user’s
experience immersive. All the material used is from cul-
tural heritage institutions such as the Aikaterini Laskaridi
Foundation and the National Gallery 7.

Users can then delve into Volanakis’ life and artistic
career, from his birth to the present day, when his work

continues to live on, presented in chronological order, with

the help of the Time Graphics tool (https://time.graphics/).
This visual and interactive historical record presents the
key moments of the painter’s career in a concise but clear
way. The timeline leads to contemporary reinterpretations
of his artistic work, including the research of art historian
Manolis Vlachos and his doctoral thesis, and the artist’s
significant “return” to public opinion—mainly in Pirae-
us—through the major exhibition of the Hellenic Maritime
Museum in collaboration with the Aikaterini Laskaridis
Foundation (Figure 3).

In addition to the timeline, a presentation on the
homepage showcases selected works by Volanakis, provid-
ing an initial visual introduction to his artistic world. This
first visual presentation is quite limited, as it is only a teas-
er for the next section of the platform dedicated to an ex-
tensive exploration of his art. The experience is completed
with an elaborate, interactive quiz created with the Quizizz
platform (https://quizizz.com/). Users are invited through
this pleasant and easy-to-use tool to familiarize themselves
with the main elements concerning the life and artistic
contribution of Volanakis, thus integrating the material into
their memory through a pleasant and entertaining format
(Figure 4).
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Studies in Munich and artistic maturation

On October 28, 1864, at the age of 27, Konstantinos Volanakis enrolled in the famous Academy of Fine Arts in Munich, under the direction of the

distinguished historical painter Karl von Piloty. Although his age was not young, studying art at a mature stage of life was not considered unusual at

the time. In the Academy's register he is recorded as number 2076, as a Greek Orthodox, the son of a merchant.

He began by attending the Sculpture Department, practicing in copying sculptures from plaster models, without it being known who his first teacher

was. At this time, other Greek artists were also in Munich, such as Theodoros Vryzakis and Nikiforos Lytras, but Volanakis formed other connections,

Figure 3. Part from the Content Section.

HOME KONSTANTINOS VOLANAKIS THE ARTWORK CONTRIBUTORS

Figure 4. The artwork section.

5.2. Content Structure and User Navigation

The user must navigate through the menu to the pri-
mary section of the platform that deals with the biography.
This part shows the life path of Volanakis, his arrival into

the world in Heraklion, Crete, his stay in Munich, which

was long and quite influential, and finally, his return to
Greece and settling in Piracus. Here, visitors get the basic
contextual means to understand his artistic development
by getting insight into the key events, influences, and en-
vironments that not only changed the way he worked but

also made his work (Figure 5) more accessible. Naviga-
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tion in this part is done with the help of a well-defined and
straightforward layout, which not only allows the user to
have a quick glance at the content but also helps to keep
the platform in its educational mood.

The following main section, first, connects the users
with the art world of Volanakis. It displays the works of
art that the National Gallery and the Aikaterini Laskaridis
Foundation have chosen as the most representative of their
collections. This part of the site works against the textual
presence by design; thus, words are kept to a minimum,
and the visitor’s role is to establish a direct relation with
the artworks, without any external interference. No in-
terpretation is sought here, only the encounter with the

work—the viewers are thus given the chance to perceive

the paintings of Volanakis from the point of view of their
being, for instance, the serenity of the harbors, the unin-
terrupted ebb and flow of the waves, and the shining of
the distant sea horizon. The final part of the digital plat-
form features the person who has given life to the project.
Mavrea Christina has been responsible for the writing,
content curation, and digital implementation. This section
(Figure 6) gives a brief account of the reasons and the
wider conceptual framework leading to the creation of the
platform. The section is in line with the general aesthetic
and pedagogical principles of the website by being clear in
its presentation, not giving too much detail which would
be unnecessary, and at the same time, making it accessible
and usable to all visitors.

The Work of Konstantinos Volanakis

Konstantinos Volanakis was the founder of Greek seascape painting. With a deep sense of light, composition and atmosphere, he

captured the sea as a place of memory, history and identity. His work combines technical mastery with the lyrical power of the image,

offering a unique visual experience that remains alive to this day. His paintings are not just beautiful images - they are narratives full of

atmosphere, nostalgia and power.

Figure 5. The work of Volanakis’ section.

Figure 6. Part from the Content Section.

40



Contemporary Visual Culture and Art | Volume 01 | Issue 02 | December 2025

6. Conclusions

Our experience with the association with the works
of Konstantinos Volanakis in the summer of 2024 was a
decisive factor in the inspiration and creation of the present
study. All this experiential experience gave rise to the need
to reexamine and reinterpret his work within a contempo-
rary digital environment. This study highlights the impor-
tance of Konstantinos Volanakis, who can be considered
one of the leading figures of contemporary Greek seascape
painting, and shows how his work can be given a new
lease of life through digital cultural heritage initiatives. His
art, although based on the nineteenth century, retains its
validity and emotional power and can communicate effec-
tively with a contemporary audience. Volanakis, with his
work, manages to reframe issues such as the sea, travel,
departure, and return in the light of contemporary issues
such as migration, nostalgia, and the sense of belonging,
thus creating a timeless conversation. It turns out that he
is not simply a historical object, but, on the contrary, he
comes into contact and converses with the man of today
who experiences the same emotions and concerns.

The uniqueness of his work lies in the connection of
three themes: the convergence of aesthetic interpretation,
pedagogical orientation, and digital mediation. Once these
aspects are combined, the research opens new and exciting
possibilities for art encounters that are the main point of
the potential of digital platforms, not only to preserve and
disseminate cultural heritage but also to transform it into a
living, participatory experience. It also makes Volanakis’
work more accessible, especially to younger generations.
This strengthens cultural memory and encourages a crit-
ical understanding of his legacy. The results of this effort
signal that online tools can serve as a time machine, effec-
tively reducing the gap between past and present and mak-
ing the art of the past a living medium for reflection and
dialogue of the present. Further investigation could open a
wider field for this model through a comparative approach
with other European marine painters, which would give
a broader artistic context to Volanakis. Similarly, tracing
his influence on later Greek artists will reveal the tradition
of seascape painting. The development of more advanced
augmented and virtual reality editions also indicates the

next chapter of this research, offering more exciting ways

to approach his masterpieces. In fact, this research con-

LT3

firms once again that Volanakis’ “silent poems of the sea”
continue to communicate with their customary clarity and
depth of emotion, thus welcoming audiences of all ages to

contemplate the timeless stories he so skillfully embodied.
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