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Text by Raffaella Resch 

Curator of the exhibition 
The research begun by the Franco Cardinali Association is continuing, thanks to collaboration with the Milan and Como-Lecco Chambers of Commerce. Time and familiarity with Cardinali progressively refines our vision: after reconstructing his life, which was marked by numerous turning points before his final decision to ‘leave the stage’, we have seen how true it is that an artist’s life, though not the sole or most important element, is essential to releasing creative inspiration. The anxiety expressed by Cardinali in his day-to-day existence as well as in his art is the most characteristic aspect of his body of work, and the most evident constituent of the continuous and systematic method he used to explore the expressive possibilities of a work of art.
The second edition of our project at the Palazzo delle Paure in Lecco presents a selection of over forty works from the mid-1950s up until the large, enigmatic paintings of the final years before Cardinali’s death in 1985. The exhibition route is chronological and thematic, illustrating distinct phases, decisive changes, daring insights, and a precise and clear expression of his powerful personality. His work from the period between the late 1950s and early ’60s was conditioned by the search for an original figurative style, which saw the emergence of bas-relief features from early Christian statuary, immediately abandoned in favour of a closer study of materials. His experimentation continued to hybridise the painted canvas with the three-dimensionality of sculpture, yet it irreversibly shifted the fulcrum of representation: the artwork was no longer an object created to simulate another but became instead the protagonist that was given the opportunity to narrate its own new epiphanies. Surfaces became thick and were treated with deep lacerations or craters, as if the elements could be unleashed on the body of the painting: fire could incinerate, water could wash away, and air could raise clouds of iridescent dust. Cardinali was also influenced by the fascination for the universe, which science revealed to be increasingly multifaceted, and which artists began to explore after the 1950s, ascribing greater awareness and responsibility to the human role. 
Cardinali’s canvases delved beyond the visible dimension, inflicting deep wounds that seem to pierce the surface, akin to Fontana’s cuts. The dense material Cardinali began to use at the end of the 1960s quickly evolved into sand mixed with casein and pigments, passing from an inert state to one that was made active and experimental by burning (but unlike Burri’s combustions, Cardinali’s were ‘reproduced’ in paint), dessication, and scraping and impressing the surface. The artwork was transformed into a living organism and part of the mystery of an increasingly complex cosmos. Conversely, images became simpler, iconic, like a private symbolism translated into universal signs, such as circles, sine waves and crosses. The dimensions and weight of the canvases radically increased, as if they were the new dolmens of a temple that Cardinali was dedicating to his unquiet art, which seemed to demand either a redemption or a sacrifice.
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