KEVIN FRANCIS GRAY AT MUSEO BARDINI

Stefano Bardini was deeply committed to art, first training as a painter and then turning his attentions to art dealing, collecting and even restoration. In the 1880s he acquired and renovated the deconsecrated church and convent of San Gregorio which became Palazzo Bardini and later the museum that takes his name. Lovingly restored in recent years, the Museo Bardini sits on the south side of the Arno, directly on from the Ponte alle Grazie. The collection is a treasure trove of Italian paintings, sculptures, cassone, ceramics, tapestries, architectural fittings and even an armoury. It is very much one man’s personal vision, reflecting his position as one of the first international art dealers with a visionary sense of how to make the past relevant and alive. Like Bardini, the Irish sculptor Kevin Francis Gray also originally trained in painting and dedicated his early career to the ideals of Italian art history. This exhibition at the Museo Bardini brings the two men together: their births are separated by 136 years and yet they share a profound connection to Tuscany and to the endless possibilities of Italian art history, driving the conversation forward whilst maintaining a reverence for the past.
Bust of Cáer (2018) is the first sculpture by Gray that the visitor to the Bardini museum encounters. That it is this work that starts the exhibition is fitting because it speaks of where Gray is now as an artist, how he got there and where he might go. The sublime handling of the Carrara marble establishes his position as a first-class sculptor who has proven himself worthy to work in the medium. But the sculpture is a few steps beyond his idealised and masterful creations that commune so directly with art history. The lips of the great head are all that remain of a perfect neo-classical territory. Instead we see Gray reinvent the imagery of a marble bust; in his hands the forms are almost liquid, like thick white impasto paint reconsidered in three dimensions. 
Cáer is also significant because she takes the name of a Goddess in Celtic legend, introducing Gray’s own cultural heritage into his practice. For an artist who spends part of his time at his studio in Michelangelo’s old stomping ground, Pietrasanta - marble capital of the world - it is not unusual that Gray’s own identity should have been subsumed for some time by the heavy cultural context in which he works. Cáer is the Irish Goddess of Transformation and to my mind she succinctly represents Gray’s metamorphosis from an ambitious young artist eager to reach academic standards in marble sculpting, to an accomplished master who is now able to wield his powers with a distinctly modern approach, saluting his medium’s distinguished heritage whilst pushing it forward. At just over a metre in height, the sculpture is substantial and centred against the museum’s historic collection of stone objects: Cáer commands the room. The radiance of the multidimensional polished surface feels daring against the muted tone of the timeworn pieces behind. Walking around the work, I got the sense that Cáer sits happily within the block of Carrara that birthed her. But then focussing on her neck, a distinct sense of anticipatory movement reveals itself to me, as if she intends to turn and move. The form is caught between two worlds, a self-conscious piece of worked marble and an independent goddess who stands free of her maker like Pygmalion’s Galatea. Gray allows the viewer to go on a journey that mimics the path of creation: the base of the work displays the original angular proportions of the block selected; then slightly upwards he retains the rough handling as the form is searched for; beyond these mountain-like ranges with brutal downward incisions, the swirling, finely-worked marble sits as if created out of a crashing wave. I can almost see Cáer as Botticelli’s Venus, born as she approaches the shoreline. Seeing this sculpture in Florence I am especially reminded of the faraway and distinctly determined look in David’s eyes as conjured by Michelangelo half a millennia ago. Then, the young boy in the Bible was transformed into a warrior, sending a signal to all those that saw Michelangelo’s David that he was strong enough to defy that era’s Goliath, the Medici family. The only medium where such a powerful transformation of imagery was possible was Carrara marble, and Gray harnesses these kinds of art historical touchstones in a gently persistent way in his practice. 
Although the history of Italian art is forever with Gray, in the works of the past few years I get the sense that it is more of a platform than a burden, a jumping off point for new endeavours with stone. Large Wall Relief (2020) is the most experimental piece in the Bardini exhibition. The large white relief is raised from the ground by metal feet, resembling a painting on an easel, which underscores the tension in the work between two dimensions and three. Furthermore, the relief is painterly, again as if Gray has wielded a paintbrush loaded with liquid marble. Two interconnected forms are presented, seen from above as if they lie in bed together. They are the embodiment of eternal young lovers locked in an embrace. Taking care not to be specific, the genders and facial features are ambiguous and Gray’s sources range from the art historical through to movie stills from French New Wave cinema. Not fully committing to representation or abstraction, and even including flattened geometric forms for the lovers’ heads, there is a distinct tension in the work. I felt as if the lovers were damned, or at least star-crossed like Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet or Dante’s Francesca and Paolo. There feels something almost desperate and tender about the interlocking forms, at once so solid and yet also as if they might lose a grip on the other any moment. Gray has sculpted their finger marks on each other’s thighs like fervent paw prints. This is the kind of sculpture that made me think it needs its own soundtrack – it is almost filmic in quality. The relief exploits the possibilities of marble in a way that is so innovative it demands the viewer take their time to focus on the form and understand the complexities of the piece. 
Up the stairs in the Bardini’s famous Madonna and Child room, Gray’s Three Figure Head (2019) sits in direct contrast. This is a work that is so simply perfect, so idealised, so academically rendered that it commands love on first sight. The life-sized veiled head is a marvel, belonging to a remote time in art history and appearing like a time traveller from the Cappella Sansevero in Naples where Giuseppe Sanmartino’s Veiled Christ has astonished worshippers and art pilgrims since 1753. Deeply introspective, Gray’s sculpture hides the hands of its maker; it is so perfect and serene it defies that it was even sculpted. Another artist would happily work in this terrain for the rest of their days, but Gray is clearly resisting the easier option, (if we can be so bold as to call a twenty-first century marble that so effortlessly communes with Neo Classicism ‘easy’). Three Figure Head is presented next to two of the Bardini’s greatest treasures, a pair of Madonna and Child reliefs by Donatello. Like the works by the Quattrocento master, Gray’s Head is serene, passive and self-contained. The three works together seem almost locked in a Sacra Conversazione, preoccupied by a timeless existential and spiritual realm. Stefano Bardini was a connoisseur of the highest order so it is not surprising that he would covet and cherish works by Florence’s very own master, Donatello. 
But Bardini was not without imagination and the following room in the museum reveals one of his charming eccentricities, a wall displaying dozens of empty frames. A restorer and art dealer as well as collector, Bardini would send frames to clients as works of art in their own right. Some date back to altarpieces of the 1400s and when Bardini died he left nearly two thousand empty frames to his sons. The presentation, Bardini’s own, is startlingly modern. Gray’s framed panel is a seamless addition to the collection. Marble Panel XII (2019) is part of a series of work that began with Gray’s life drawing sketches in ink and watercolour. They are now manifested as small marble renditions of his line on the page, the line created by the negative space carved into the marble. The marble seems to wield so helplessly to Gray’s intervention, defying both the stone’s hardness and the physicality of the process. The human form is abstracted almost beyond recognition in some pieces; in others we can just read the lower leg or a shoulder.  The marble panels could happily stay in the museum beyond the exhibition, quietly cohabitating with Bardini’s ancient frames. 
In a beautifully refurbished room with Bardini’s signature blue walls (another mechanism by which he updated the presentation of historic artworks) and an impeccable gilded wooden ceiling, the lone figure of Young God Standing (2020) is the most dramatic presentation in the exhibition.  The rhythm of the show completely changes from an orchestra of historic works with contemporary notes by Gray to a lone sound, beautiful and strange. Testament to Gray’s success at conveying movement in stone – surely one of the ultimate challenges in art - my first impression was of a figure striding toward me, part Boccioni Unique Forms of Continuity in Space (1913) part Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase (1912). Like Cáer, Gray’s accomplishment in this work is to demonstrate he is worthy of his place in the lineage of marble sculptors but moving the conversation forward, embracing art history whilst cultivating a forward-looking approach. For me, Gray’s achievement is to bypass the realism of the Renaissance and the neoclassical era, and present a distinct psychological perspective by carving the marble in such a particular way. The undulating surfaces astonish for the mastery of the medium, but they go far beyond the surface. True to its title Young God Standing does feel youthful. Like a foal just born, he (or is that she?) can walk, but only just. This gender fluid deity has a natural confidence without arrogance, a juvenile ‘will to power’ straight out of Nietzsche.  The inclusion of a dynamic looking metal base below the square block from which the god emerges lends the work a totemic quality. Alone in a room with the blue walls reflected into the veined marble, the work has a special kind of power: latent, full of promise. Walking into the room I felt like an interloper as the god was in the midst of becoming. 
In a nearby room, another Young God (2019) keeps company with a row of six male portraits, almost posing as their mascot. The central painting is a portrait of a Knight of Malta by Giovanni Paolo Cavagna. The distinct swagger of the cape-wearing and sword-wielding Knight from 1600 is echoed in Gray’s small standing figure.  The grey of the Bardiglio stone emphasises the marble’s veins, so mercurial it looks like watercolour paint. In the neighbouring room the Bardini’s two small angels dating from the fifteenth century make for an interesting counterpoint to Gray’s Young God. Similar in scale, the angels are weighted down by flowing draperies, as the artist searches for that elusive quality of movement in stone. Gray’s sculptures free themselves from the strictures of realism and tradition and in doing so allow for a greater expressive spirit. 
San Sebastian’s Girl Maquette (2017) takes her name from the woman who pulled out the arrows of the martyr. She’s seen violence and Gray’s sculpture of a head in Marquina feels battle weary. Gray employs the same astonishing black stone for the Bearded Man (2020) that is presented in front of a large Roman porphyry basin. The heavily veined Marquina against the opaque ancient purple makes for a punchy contrast. Both stones greedily suck the light out of the space; there is no reflection or radiation, lending Gray’s majestic head a slightly menacing air. Emphasised by the juxtaposition with the enormous Roman treasure acquired by Bardini, Gray’s Bearded Man has the quality of the ancient world about it - as if he began as an ideal classical hero and has somehow aged within the stone. Despite the abstracted way Gray has disrupted the surface, the noble nose, strong brow and alert profile remain resplendent.
The largest and most complex work of the exhibition brings us full circle in the ground floor galleries. Reclining Nude II (2017) belongs to a long line of artworks that challenge this most ancient of tropes. Gray’s work of course shares a relationship with countless sculptures of the same subject but it is so restless and modern that it makes me think of Manet’s Olympia (1863), a painting that was a dagger into the heart of the serene reclining nude in art history. Although we understand that there is some reclining going on, it is a ferocious sculpture, gloriously energetic and arresting in its radical form. It is a challenge to the innate stillness of the medium and the history of the subject portrayed. Where Gray’s veiled works are serene, his Reclining Nudes are restless. She wears her psychological state on the outside and is still beautiful for it. The gods and figures Gray conjures are real: they are in flux, they are in a state of becoming, displaying their emotions on magnificently rendered surfaces. We empathise with the figures; we want to work them out. Part of Gray’s modernity lies in the space he creates for the viewer; his work does not exist in a vacuum, it absolutely and generously insists on an audience to make sense of them and fulfil their full expressive potential. And the audience that sees these works at the Museo Bardini is treated to a compelling journey, a kind of collaboration between two men committed to art centuries apart: from ancient mythology to medieval frames and from doomed lovers to gods transforming. 
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