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Where there's Mueck, there's class
By Laura Cumming

Ron Mueck's flawless finish and crowd-pleasing 'skill' have their detractors. But the humanity that pervades
every figure here proves him a giant among scuptors

It seems that Ron Mueck, in a career spanning barely a decade,
has become sculptor laureate of the human condition. From the
moment he showed Dead Dad, that piteously half-sized corpse,
so supernaturally real, over which a great soul seemed to hover,
he has given startling form to the mystery and anguish of
existence. Because his figures are so stupendously lifelike he is
often accused of mere skill, though it's a skill unparalleled in art
history.

But which modern sculptures, from his newborns to his derelicts,
have drawn such pity and compassion from the public?

Mueck's soaring popularity appears to rile his critics, who
denounce him as corny or simple. This is partly because he
represents life's great staging posts - birth, death, adolescence,
loss - and partly, one suspects, because his background in
model-making and special effects (and, possibly, his first work, a spiky little imp) allow some people to
equate him with Disney.

Mueck’s Dead Dad, 2001, Silicone and Acrylic
Paint, 8 X 40 X 15 inches

His is a narrative art, to be sure, and entirely accessible. Unlike the hyper-real figures of Duane Hanson,
those camera-slung tourists and blue-collar workers who keep themselves to themselves, maintaining their
otherness and inner identity, Mueck's people offer themselves to interpretation very readily. But although
meaning is their raison d'etre - they're exemplars, like so many characters in fiction or drama - they may
also have extraordinary force of personality.

Take Ghost, a lanky pubescent backed up against the wall in her bathing suit, agonised at such cringeing
exposure. Her skin is painfully mottled, her forearms downier than she might have hoped and everything
about her inspires tenderness: the desire to supply a towel, to tuck back loose hairs, to protect her from her
own physicality. Her head is inclined as if sensing your presence, the very paradigm of awkwardness, in
short. But she holds fast and her eyes imply endurance. It's not her shame but her courage that strikes.

Ghost would tower above the tallest adult. Two Women - a pair of tightly permed old ladies in slack
stockings - are not much bigger than infants. Mueck's figures, unlike Hanson's, are never life-size and these
enlargements and miniaturisations are crucial to his purpose. Inner emotion is dramatised by outer scale
and this is often counterintuitive. So the girl's vast size makes her not powerful but even more vulnerable,
while the two old ladies, seized with tremendous spite, are not to be mistaken for dear little dolls.

The biggest work in this retrospective is three metres high - a wild-haired giant on a stool. But this man is
naked and flinching as if terrified by your presence. Or by suddenly finding himself here, threatened, viewed,
confined: he clings to his stool for protection. It is, you could say, among the most site-specific sculptures
ever made: a man caught in continuous reaction to the here and now and wholly characterised - cowed and
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even reduced, despite his size - by the circumstances. Viewed from behind, The Wild Man appears
tremendously powerful, his back a wall of muscle. Circling, you may coincide with the focus of his gaze and
get the shock, no less powerful for being technically predictable, of discovering he is far more frightened
than you. Mueck makes the most of sculpture's three dimensions; in this case, the narrative, the backstory,
so to speak, changes as you move.

An illusion like this depends on absolute verisimilitude. Mueck's technique is so invisible and so perfect that
his figures look begotten, not made. Naturally, you search for flaws - a false skin tone, an obviously
manmade follicle - but not to challenge his skill. It is a more basic compulsion: a coming to terms with the
fact that although you know these people are sculptures, some quirk of cognition still insists they are real.

Two characteristic paradoxes are made especially apparent at the RSA. The light flooding down through the
cupolas is pitiless, exposing an occasional hard glint in the flesh and yet the figures seem human. Nor does
implausible scale ever seem to breach the illusion. Mueck is showing an enormous sculpture of a newborn
baby, still sticky with blood, its tiny/huge fists clenched, one eye involuntarily open to the harshness of the
new world; and he is showing a miniature figure of the same. Both are profoundly, and equally, moving.

This may be because of the astonishing fact that close up - and this is an art that calls you close - the
imitation of reality feels unimpeachably true. But I think it also has to do with the depth and meaning of
Mueck's works. There is, for instance, a little naked man seated in the prow of a boat, squinting at
something in the distance. With his calluses and thinning hair, he is as awesomely realistic as usual. But his
personality is entirely subordinate to his role as metaphor - adrift, all at sea, embarking on the voyage of life.
Similarly, an outsize woman lies beneath a gigantic duvet, gaze far away, hand to chin like Rodin's Thinker.
She is acting a part, performing the concept of reverie, boredom or melancholy; it's hard to tell. But she has
no character of her own, whereupon the illusion noticeably wavers.

One of the sculptures here is a huge self-portrait of the artist's sleeping face on its side, a dozing Goliath
with a touch of drool about the lips. Walk round it and the hollow mould is revealed, as if to say all this is
merely skin-deep. That is the modest reticence that characterises Mueck's best work, where he creates a
figure that seems to have autonomous life and soul; as if he had only helped it into existence and then
departed, leaving it to fend on its own.
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