Athens 8 

Today was our first day back from our four-day excursion and a chance to sleep late, which we did.  We didn’t get down to breakfast until nearly 9:30 AM and there were our friends – who were on the bus tour with us – as well.  They had the same idea about sleeping late and relaxing.  

After breakfast we decided that this would be “museum day” in Athens.  There are so many other wonderful museums here that we chose three reasonably close together to try to see all at once before going for a late lunch.  We had made dinner reservations for the restaurant on top of the hotel again since the first time was so good.  Before going to the first museum of our choice, the Byzantine museum, we did three things.  First, we booked a tour for tomorrow to go to Sounion to see the sun set over the Temple of Poseidon, the Greek sea god.  This is another ½ day wonder, so we’ll be back in time for dinner.  

Secondly, we asked the desk to make a reservation for another restaurant that gets rave reviews here.  Called Daphne’s, the restaurant is walking distance and one of those open on Sunday evening.  So we’ll have another special dinner before we leave for home. 

Last, we asked for a taxi to take us to the first museum – a fair distance – so we could begin our journey there. 

The Byzantine museum was absolutely wonderful.  It had a number of remarkable pieces and explained each one, although at times, the writing was poorly placed (as it is in several museums) or in reversed out type (making it hard to read) or both (a real winner then).  Photography was obviously permitted in the parts of the museum with the earlier pieces before about 1500 AD (because Jeff took plenty of pictures) but not in the parts with later pieces.  No explanations as to why.  When we were on our tour, the guide took great pains to explain that there never was anything called the Byzantine period.  There were no “Byzantines” by name and it wasn’t a real period in history.  Well, here’s an entire museum that apparently refutes that assertion. 

What we saw were icons, sculpture and other artifacts from (some period in time).  All were very old. 

Next museum, only a couple of blocks from the first, and probably my favorite of the day, was the Cycladic Art Museum or more formally, the Nicholas P. Goulandris Foundation Museum of Cycladic Art.  Okay, I know you all want to know, what is Cycladic Art? It is part of a collection of Art – Cycladic, Ancient Greek and Cypriot - that flourished in the Aegean and Eastern Mediterranean from the 4th millennium BC to the 6th century AD.  The museum brochure says that, “this is one of the most important private collections of its kind in the world.  The austere marble figurines depicting nude human figures have an attractive simplicity and abstract quality which inspire 20th century artists such as Brancusi, Modigliani, Giacometti, and Henry Moore.”  These pieces were created 2500 or so BC. 

The Cycladian Art is beautiful and very unusual compared to the other art displayed in the museum from Ancient Greece and Cyprus.  Each floor of the museum focuses on a different period of art and explains what you are seeing beautifully as well as puts all of it into both history and context.  This museum, hands down, does the best job of explaining the pieces of art of any museum thus far.  The panels explaining the overall period in time are written in Greek, English and French, while the explanations for individual relics are written in Greek and English.  There are also movies and other media to illustrate the time period.  What a wonderful job.  Only wish there were a book with all that information in it.  Books in English about Greek sites seem to sell out faster than the same books in any other language.  For example, I couldn’t get an English version of the monasteries at Meteora anywhere until I looked in the gift shop at one of them.  And then I got one written 10 years ago but at least, it was in English.
The last museum we visited was enormous and we didn’t have time to go through it in proper fashion.  It was the Benaki Museum created by a Mr. Benaki to house his and other collections.  Each museum we visited today had artifacts from the same time periods and some very unique pieces. It was almost as if we were looking at three competing museums, Jeff noted.  You can only look at so many mosaics, icons, temple figures, sculptures, greek vases and amphorae, etc. before having the feeling of déjà vu or mixing them all up in your head.  

So, close to 3:00 PM we headed off to find a place for lunch.  After walking for several blocks we came upon a cafe and ate.  We were not far from out hotel at that point and walked back poking around in shops and grocery stores along the way.  

Dinner tonight was as wonderful as the first time we ate at the restaurant at the top of the Electra Palace.  Loved the view and a number of people come into the restaurant at night to go outside and take pictures of the Acropolis all lit up.
So, tomorrow we begin our day souvenir hunting now that I know what I want to bring back.  We take our last tour and see our last ancient site.  Sunday, we will likely go back to the National Archeological Museum to look more closely at some of the artifacts since we’ve been on the four-day tour and the guide referred often to pieces that are only in the museum.  We also have a big check mark next to “pack to return to the states” next to Sunday as we leave every early ( 4 AM) on Monday morning. 

A word or several, actually, about experiencing new cultures. Part of the fun of traveling the world is experiencing different cultures and customs, meeting natives as well as fellow visitors. But, trying different cuisines in their native setting is my all time favorite.  Julia Child became an incredible French chef because she loved to eat and fell in love with French cuisine.  While I’m certainly not going to become a chef, I do enjoy comparing and contrasting the varied cuisines we have access to in the Washington DC area to the same cuisines in their native countries. We are lucky because we have restaurants from so many countries in the DC area, and, if adventuresome, we can sample as many as we want. But there’s nothing like eating Chinese food in China, Japanese food in Japan, Spanish food in Spain, etc.  Greek food is great in Washington. In fact, a vendor at the flea market last Sunday told us what Greek restaurant in Washington DC was his favorite (Greek Isles on Capital Hill) because he thought it served authentic cuisine!  And among our favorite Greek restaurants, there is a lot of similarity to the Greek food we are eating here.  But there are still subtle differences that only come with being there.  As an example, I’ve never tasted anywhere else, Fettuccini Alfredo, as good as the dish prepared at the restaurant in Rome claiming to be the originator of the dish. One of my favorite vegetables is eggplant.  The Greek chefs have wonderful ways of preparing it on its own or with other ingredients in dishes such as Moussaka.  It’s very good in DC, but better here. 

Street food is also fun but only when it’s safe to eat. All the dishes we have seen on Greek menus are very similar to those served in Athens and if you like lamb, beef, eggplant and other typically Greek food, combine it with very friendly and English-speaking (for the most part) people, a view of a 3,000 to 6,000 year old structures and a cruise around ancient Islands (which we didn’t do) and you’ve got Greece!
