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Shaun Gladwell, Maddest Maximus, 2007, installation
view, Sherman Galleries, Sydney, courtesy the artist and
Anna Schwartz Gallery, Melbourne and Sydney.

Less eclectic than his first commercial showing at Sherman Galleries,
and more sympathetically installed than his 2005 follow-up, Shaun Gladwell's
'Maddest Maximus' rounded out what must undoubtedly have been the
artist's most industrious year to date. Among other things, the preceding
twelve months saw the artist make a successful turn at the 52nd Venice
Biennale and hold his first major solo exhibition at a public institution. Not
coincidentally, 'Maddest Maximus' also marked the very last presentation
made by Sherman Galleries as one of Australia's most prominent commercial
entities ahead of its metamorphosis into a fully-fledged 'not-for-profit venture'
in the form of the Sherman Contemporary Art Foundation.

The symmetry is appropriate, for no other Australian artist has been so
expressly linked to the play of market forces, with references to Gladwell's
commercial viability eclipsing even those of Ricky Swallow in frequency and
intensity. For all the attention Gladwell has garnered for his work's record­
breaking auction returns, high-profile collectors and international critical
success, a small but vocal minority has maintained its suspicion towards the
artist for the rapidity of his rise to art world recognition.

In such cases artists become victim, occasionally willingly, to a publicity
machine beyond their control. Engagement with the work itself - what it
actually is and how it functions - becomes increasingly rare in favourable and
disparaging accounts alike. One might be forgiven for thinking of Gladwell and
his skateboard as mere magazine illustrations, permanently frozen mid-turn on
a miserable Bondi day, for all the precedence image has taken over movement
in the tenor of recent debates.

And movement - tension, potential, the relationship between the body and
gravity - is what the best of Gladwell's work is all about. It is the device
through which the artist details the grace and complexity of dance, play and
delinquent athleticism, and refigures the signs and codes of consumer
capitalism and functionalist town planning. As Rex Butler remarks - perhaps
perversely - in the typically lavish room brochure accompanying 'Maddest
Maximus', the apparent effortlessness of the passage of Gladwell's performing
subjects neatly allegorises the trajectory of the artist's career.

Of course, the experience of Gladwell's work is never purely kinaesthetic,
never entirely reducible to the physical sensation of movement, as if we, as
viewers, could hope to transpose ourselves gliding across the screen or
poising in a state of infinite potentiality in one of the artist's many stills.
There is a definite iconography to Gladwell's imagery - not a static kind of
iconography that would limit the appeal of Gladwell's work to the simple
pictorial organisation of subcultural signs, edgy 'street cred' packaged and
sold in editions, as some of his detractors would maintain - but a dynamic,
performative iconography, one embedded in drawing as the act of line-
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making, of tracing gesture. Indeed it is in drawing and painting that the roots
of the artist's current output are to be found.

'Maddest Maximus' implied this link by coupling a suite of prints and
drawings alongside recent examples of the 'Linework' series, videos tightly
framed to track road markings as the camera passes over them. These formed
the methodological foundation for the exhibition's centrepiece, a body of work
featuring its eponymous protagonist in a range of sites and scenarios shot in
locations around Broken Hill. Their central figure is arguably Gladwell's most
contrived to date: a lone motorcyclist clad entirely in black leather in obvious
reference to the iconic outsider of the Mad Max movie trilogy. But it is in this
contrivance that the artist's considered approach to picturing, to what is
presented within the frame of the image, becomes most apparent. Very little is
left to chance in the choice and depiction of figure, ground and the
relationship between the two.

Maximus, then, works in and against his context, always in the most
visually striking manner: dismounting to cradle, pieta-Iike, a dead kangaroo as
road-trains hurtle past; admiring his own image in a bush-track puddle before
riding straight through it; throwing his arms out in cruciform as he speeds
down a lonely stretch of road. The repetition of each gesture - three times
each in the first two works; once in daylight and again at dusk in the third,
Approach to Mundi Mundi, 2007 - only serves to underline the nature of
Gladwell's formalism, the consistency of his framing, his careful determination
of the pictorial and temporal dimensions of his work. Approach to Mundi
Mundi begins when Maximus's hands leave the handlebars and ends when
they return, at the limit of the safety net of inertia. The art-historical, pop­
cultural and philosophical references that the work throws up are myriad, but
it is most successful in exposing the level of consideration behind them,
suggesting that for all the talk of career inertia, Gladwell might be doing a little
more than just riding his luck.

Shaun Gladwell: Maddest Maximus, Sherman Galleries, Sydney, 30 November - 22 December 2007.


