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            Foreword
When is a painting not a painting

            Anna McNay

         

         When is a painting not a painting? This question might be heard rather frequently in the world of contemporary art, in which artists speak of their ‘drawings’, when working with paint or wire or some other three-dimensional medium, and of their ‘paintings’, when stitching fabrics, working with skins of acrylic paint, or sculpting with goodness-knows-what. But, in the case of Romany Mark Bruce, his paintings do not belie their description: indeed they are two-dimensional images made with pigment applied to canvas; and yet … and yet. While factually his paintings are undeniably paintings, empirically they are something more.

         In Bruce’s latest series, (UN)SEEN, each averted gaze pounds as the pupil expands and contracts in response to the intensity of the light rays passing through it, diffracted or refracted, before being forcefully bent, flipped and turned into electrical impulses on the retina. On his canvases, vision is made visible. The line of sight (and one work even bears this title), that imaginary line between a viewer and their subject of interest, here derives from our subject of interest, who is also our object; the viewed is therefore simultaneously the viewer; the object becomes one with the subject; we, the viewers, are destabilised in our perception and understanding of what we see.

         Approximately 80 per cent of everything we learn comes through our eyes, so what we see here is also knowledge. Wisdom. Brain matter. Paul Jackson-Clark, director of fundraising and engagement at Parkinson’s UK (a charity that supports those affected by this progressive neurological condition), describes the brain as ‘the source of all the things that make us “us”’, continuing: ‘Our brains curate our lives, on the one hand, acting as unique libraries, holding memories, experiences and skills, while on the other powering supercomputer-powered curiosity, creativity and innovation.’ Bruce’s paintings exude this power. This vitality. Through the eyes, the content of the mind is exposed.

         Before dedicating himself to his art, Bruce was a lawyer specialising in clinical negligence and acquired brain injury, so it perhaps comes as little surprise that today his unconscious mind should be concerned with the cerebrum and that his creative hand should trace the electromagnetic rays that feed it. Looking at his paintings, we are gifted with an extra sense – something beyond sight, beyond proprioception – which renders the intangible tangible.

         And yet there is also ambiguity. Bruce’s titles – for example: (Blind) Vision, (No One Is) Visible, and, of course, 7the title of the series itself, (Un)Seen – question whether or not these information-laden rays and impulses successfully translate into knowledge or brain matter after all. Does the figure see or are they blind to reality? Where does the external stop and the internal begin? These are appropriate questions for an artist who still very firmly considers himself a sculptor. For Bruce, it is arguably not primarily sight that conveys meanings to and from his mind’s eye, but rather touch. It is through his hands that he sees the world and through his hands that he makes his mark. Indeed, his segue into painting – an almost accidental happening when he found himself locked indoors one evening (see chapter four) – saw him reappropriate his sculpting methods, applying the paint with a palette knife, daubing and scraping, ambidextrously palpating a human form out of pigment, sculpting colour.

         
            
[image: ]Bremen, 2007. Acrylic on canvas. 100 × 100cm

            

         

         The neuroscientist Eric Kandel, author of Reductionism in Art and Brain Science (Columbia University Press: 2016), writes of the abstract expressionist artists, who, like Bruce, displayed radical visual vocabularies: ‘[They] function quite a bit like scientists, in that they use investigative approaches – reductionist approaches – in their art. Almost all of them begin as figurative artists, and then move toward abstract art by playing with different forms and combinations of ideas until they get what they want.’ While Bruce’s paintings from the UN(SEEN) series – like his sculptures – remain largely figurative (albeit perhaps on their way to becoming ever more abstract), they are nevertheless reduced to the bare essentials: his swathes of colour, pierced from every angle by his lines of sight. It is these that act as armatures; these that fizz with emotional and intellectual expression; these which extend beyond the two-dimensionality of the canvas.

         So, I ask again: When is a painting – specifically a Romany Mark Bruce painting – not a painting? In answer, I would suggest: When it vitalises that super-human, super-sensory electromagnetic vibration that, at its most basic, makes us us, and, in so doing, confuses our understanding of external and internal, object and subject, viewer and viewed, transcending many more than the two dimensions of the canvas and the three dimensions of our known reality.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         © Anna McNay, February 2024
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            Introduction

            Alex Leith

         

         Saturday 7 July 2007, 10 p.m. The lawyer and artist Romany Mark Bruce is taking his Irish terrier, Toolan, for her last walk of the day down Steine Street towards the seafront, in the Kemptown area of Brighton.

         It’s been a miserable, wet summer, but it’s a mercifully dry evening: there are plenty of people about enjoying the break in the weather.

         When he sees three men walking towards him, he registers them as a group of revellers hopping from one gay-scene Kemptown bar to the next: from Secrets, perhaps, to Aquarium. Not places that he frequents. Romany is not a ‘scene’ sort of person.

         He’s slightly alarmed when the eldest of the group, a bulky, balding guy, walks straight towards him, stopping in front of him. Is he drunk? Is this going to be an awkward moment? The man points a finger towards him. ‘I know who you are,’ he says… ‘I want a word with you.’

         And then he walks off. Romany is a little perturbed, but he soon forgets the incident. Another Kemptown eccentric, he assumes, the streets are full of them. Little does he know that this will prove to be a pivotal moment in his life.

         Four days later, on 11 July, he gets an email, from James Ledward, the editor of GScene, the nationally distributed gay magazine, run from an office in Brighton. Romany knows about the publication – it’s recently done some fine work lobbying successfully for Brighton’s police force to employ an LGBT liaison officer – but he’s not a frequent reader.

         ‘We are in the final stages of consultation about the proposed permanent AIDS sculpture’, reads the message. ‘From the start I have wanted to have a piece of public sculpture produced by a gay man as the centrepiece of the memorial but as of yet no sculptures [sic] have responded to the call for ideas. Could we have a chat about it?’ The penny drops. He’s never met Ledward, but he’s heard about him. The man in the street from the other night is a big figure on Brighton’s gay scene, one of its kingpins. A political mover and shaker. A powerful man.

         A subsequent meeting with Ledward reveals that GScene, in partnership with Brighton & Hove City Council, has been running a competition for artists to submit a design for an AIDS Memorial statue to be erected in Brighton, and that the response has been disappointing. If he decides to say yes, he’s got to be quick. The deadline for entries falls in just ten days’ time.

         Ten days! It doesn’t seem possible. Romany has been painting for the last three years, having made the decision to leave sculpting behind for a while. There is no room 9in his head to sculpt and paint at the same time. The prospect of coming up with a detailed proposal seems overwhelming. He has no experience of costing a public artwork. What’s more, he is just about to go on a week’s holiday, with his closest friend Deirdra, and his godchildren; he’s been looking forward to the break.

         
            
[image: ]Planning application submission for TAY, 2007

            

         

         But it doesn’t take long for him to rise to the challenge. In 1992 he lost his soulmate, Paul Tay, to the syndrome, who he still keenly mourns, and whose laughter still rings in his head. He has spent the last fifteen years raising funds for HIV/AIDS charities, as a direct consequence of his dismay at the paucity of support at that time for patients with AIDS.

         It has always been one of Romany’s ambitions to create a public sculpture. And the destination of his holiday seems providential: he is going to Pietrasanta, in northern Tuscany, the sculpture capital of Italy, home to scores of marble workshops and bronze foundries since Michelangelo’s day. If he doesn’t find inspiration there…
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            Lisburn to New York

         

         
            
[image: ]Market Square, Lisburn, 1957

            

         

         Romany Mark Bruce was born in Lisburn, eight miles south-west of Belfast, in May 1960, the third child and the first son of very loving parents, Cecil Noel Gracey and Maureen Bruce. His father owned shoe shops – an inherited business – which brought in enough money for the family to lead a very privileged middle-class life in a residential area of the town, near the Thiepval Barracks, the HQ of the British Army in Northern Ireland. His parents were Protestant, but non-sectarian.

         From an early age Romany loved art. One of his first memories is drawing a crayon picture of his father while being interviewed for his prep school: one leg, he still recalls, drawn in brown crayon, was longer than the other. In another early memory, when he was no more than three or four years old, he was sent to the NAAFI store (Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes) at the barracks to get some potatoes while he was in the middle of an artwork: it must have been summer because when he came back, the crayons had melted.

         Art wasn’t encouraged at school. Miss Wilson, his teacher in Prep 4, would not allow him to start on his 12artwork until he had got his sums right. Numbers made Romany nervous; he was never good at maths. One lunchtime he got his own back on ‘Old Ma Willie’, as Wilson was nicknamed, by knocking the table so a jug of custard spilt all over her. He kept quiet about it and she never found out who did it.

         His father was very proud to be Irish, and very keen that his children should appreciate Irish culture. Every other weekend they would travel around Ireland attending horse shows – they had many ponies and riding was a huge part of life for him and his sisters, Carmen and Gail. Romany’s father was determined that his children would know every part of Ireland growing up. Travelling abroad was something they could look forward to when they left home. The literature of James Joyce, Seán O’Casey and Samuel Beckett was on the bookshelves. The songs of tenor John McCormack were played on the gramophone. One of his father’s good friends was a professional painter, Basil Blackshaw, much influenced by Cézanne, Degas and Manet, but art wasn’t a big item on the cultural menu at home. He was never taken round galleries. He grew up during the Troubles: art wasn’t very accessible in Northern Ireland at the time, and, in any event, going into central Belfast was not considered to be safe. He only remembers his father doing one single drawing, of an Irish Wolfhound. It was, he remembers, rather good.
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