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Ron Mueck, Mask Ill, 2005, mixed
media, 155 x 132 x 113 cm, counesy
Anthony d'Offay, London

There is a Chinese tradition that the painter does not complete the eyes ofhis
subjects, in order to prevent them escaping his control, Mueck lavishes
extraordinary care on hand-making his models' eyes in many stages, building
up a transparent lens over a coloured iris and deep, black PUPIZ When he
finally inserts them the effect is startling, as the figure appears to come to life.

By contrast, Greeves continues, 'a waxwork's vacant, glassy stare quickly
betrays lifelessness',B

However, it is not these easily learned magician's tricks that give Mueck's
works their true majesty, Rather, it is the combination of many elements,
involving scale, proportion, placement and the editing out as much as the
editing in which finally builds to a crescendo of viewer astonishment.

Seen in photographic reproduction, set against architectural details and
crowds of spectators, these sculptures move our imaginations to another
level. I am thinking particularly of the cover shot of the September 2001
edition of Artforum magazine. Mueck's 5-metre high sculpture Boy crouches
in a serpentine position that sees his hands almost touching the roof of the
Venice Biennale's Corderie, and groups of visitors - shrunk by association to
Lilliputians - circling in awe around his massive bulk. As in similar works ­
such as Ghost, 1998, his gangly adolescent female - a single item of clothing
heightens the near-nakedness of the figure.

Many people have photographed Mueck's work, from fine art professionals
to tabloid lens-men and tourists with camera-phones, None have done it
better than Patrick Gries, whose work turns the Fondation Cartier catalogue
(which accompanied a travelling exhibition most recently seen in Ottawal into
something magical.9 Most strikingly captured is Wild man, 2005, where
Mueck's giant with long hair and a huge, bushy brown beard sits naked on a
wooden stool. Two gallery visitors, one in blurred motion, are photographed
behind him, while beyond them tubular metal girders and plate-glass windows
frame a parkland setting of verdant green grass and trees freckled with
sunshine. The giant is frowning, and looking downwards in deep anxiety as if
the word 'askance' had been coined especially for this moment. He looks
exactly like the cartoon image of an elephant terrified by a nearby mouse. His
hands clutch the edges of the seat and his body, in its tension, leans
somewhat off the vertical. This is one of Mueck's finest sculptures.

Robert Rosenblum focuses on the shifting juxtapositions of scale in the
artist's work when he reminds us that:

Goya, above all could transform the seen world into a terrifying, scaleless
universe. In his soaring imagination, a colossus as huge as Mueck's Boy or
Big man [2000j can fill the sky. creating panic among the miniature people
and cattle on the hills below; and an even more menacing giant. inspired by
the mythical Saturn, can grab his tiny child in one hand as he devours it. an
unexpected preview of the indelible screen image ofKing Kong grasping Fay
Wray in his paw. 10

After several weeks poring over reproductions of Mueck's sculptures, I
found myself on the early morning express train from Geelong to Melbourne
looking at the uncut stubble on the faces of male commuters, the soft furrows
of the elderly lady dozing beside the bike rack, and the perspiring brow of the
ticket collector. These real people had gone from being life-like, in my eyes, to
being Mueck-like, especially when they remained still, gazing out of the train
windows towards the distant You Yangs; staring intently at a corner of the
carriage; or transfixed by the just-released Harry Potter. They say that great art
makes you see the world differently, that it imposes itself on your visual
surroundings, and for a period of weeks everything looks extremely Tony
Cragg-ish, very Beuysian, or - after a hard night on the turps - your bed
resembles a Tracey Emin installation. For me, Ron Mueck has passed this
litmus test of greatness.
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