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To create is to play with one’s idols
Paul Ardenne

With Skateboarders v’s Minimalism, Shaun Gladwell, a great sporting artist for eternity, 
once again confirms his idea that the only worthwhile art is art that involves the body, 
and on an intense level. Beyond its spectacular dimension, sport is an exercise that aims 
both for health and self- transcendence. We need to get our body machine working at full 
capacity, to exploit its full potential, to make it comfortable with its own nature. And that 
is precisely is what is done, in this new video, by Rodney Mullen, Hillary Thompson and 
Jesus Esteban, three skateboarders that Gladwell invited to come and try their talent in 
front of his lens. This time, though, the context is singular, unexpected and unconventional. 
For this time the skating is not in front of the roaring ocean, on the Pacific seashore, nor in 
the street or on the undulating slopes of an ordinary skate park, but in a museum.

Acrobats and gravity

Skateboards in the museum. The title of the work, Skateboarders v’s Minimalism, could 
hardly be more explicit. In 2015 Shaun Gladwell carefully filmed three high-flying skaters 
at work in the spacious galleries of the Torrance Art Museum in Los Angeles. Two men and 
a woman who, in front of him, went about doing what they do best, sliding and jumping on 
their skates. Their bounding progress invariably focused on a few obstacles that had to be 
avoided or jumped with a rapid movement. These were minimalist-style sculptures barring 
their way on the floor or in the form of a podium. These sculptures, by artists as renowned 
as Donald Judd and Carl Andre, who spearheaded Minimal Art in the 1960s and 70s (or 
rather, exact replicas of those sculptures, the originals being considered too venerable to 
risk damage), became components in a twofold game in this strange gymnastic partition: 
a physical game, in that they impeded the free movement of the skaters, and an aesthetic 
one, insofar as their immobile presence competed for attention with the twirling figures of 
the skaters.
Having done his filming, Gladwell edited it in two, not contradictory ways: as a single 

projection consecutively showing the three skaters in action; and in the form of a triptych, 
in a more resonant register that brings to mind the sacred, and particularly Christianity 
(the Trinity). The images, shown in slow motion, make for a hypnotically choreographic 
effect. This is underscored by the sound track of this singular proposition, which is both 
penetrating and deep, borrowing from Phillip Glass and Kasumichi Grime.

Against passivity

Acrobatic games are not alien to art, surprising as they might seem in such a context. 
Like Gladwell, other artists have invited other individuals to use movement to creative and 
aesthetic ends. In the 1960s GRAV (Groupe de Recherche d’Art Visuel) organised its “day 
in the street” (Journée dans la rue) in Paris, asking passers-by in the French capital to try 
various gymnastic exercises out on the street, such as striding over beams placed on the 
ground or walking through chromoluminescent tunnels. Then there was Fluxus, and also 
the Festivals of Free Expression, again in the 1960s. This principle of participation implies 
that the viewer is not a passive individual but, on the contrary, an actor, the intermediary 



through whom the work is made actual. In the 1990s Matthew Barney became known 
for the rock-climbing circuits he created in exhibition spaces, especially in the famous 
Post-Human show curated by Jeffrey Deitch, 1992. Barney encouraged viewers to take on 
a very sporty sequence, to cross the exhibitions spaces as a monkey might do, going from 
one apparatus to another.
Behind this participative-sporting tendency there is a desire to break down barriers, 

a belief in the value of play. But not just that. Above all, the purpose is to shatter the 
sacrosanct principle of contemplation that, ever since the beginnings of art, and especially 
since the Renaissance, has governed the viewer’s relation to the artistic spectacle. To 
contemplate is to submit to the spectacle, whereas to participate is to be the spectacle. 
Times change, and today’s artists are reader to act as what Lygia Clark calls “propositors.” 
Clark herself was one of the foremost proponents of participative art: she proposed (to 
make work) and the viewer chose (to use the power to make, to complete the work, or not). 
Yoko Ono and George Brecht both went further in this relation of exchange with the viewer, 
even going so far as to give the latter instructions, which Ono codified. In such instances, 
the artist sets up an action programme whose accomplishment he does not control, any 
more than he can anticipate its outcome.

Without a doubt, and with real historical coherence, Skateboarders v’s Minimalism 
belongs in this participative vein: there is no art without solicitation, without physical action 
on the part of the viewer now invited to be the artist. The difference being that, before 
Gladwell, no artist had ever asked other persons to exercise their gymnastic talent in 
order to make the work, in relation and competition with artworks. In his Futurist Manifesto 
(1909), it is true, Filippo Tomaso Marinetti, who wearied of the old museums on the 
Italian peninsula, enjoined the viewer to smash the works they contained, or to use the 
paintings bequeathed by the past as ironing boards. But that has little in common with 
the offer shown in Skateboarders v’s Minimalism. Marinetti was looking for a new kind of 
viewer, trying to turn the latter into his potential ally in the revolutionary project of shaking 
the dust off the art system. Gladwell simply exalts action, an action made possible in all 
places, even the space of a museum. With Gladwell, the gesture is more important than 
with Marinetti. The latter provoked, the former is already engaged in a concrete action, 
concretely refiguring the world rather than just dreaming of something different.

Shaun Gladwell
Skateboarders v’s Minimalism, 2016
Three channels HD video, 27:10 min 
16:9, colour, sound
Ed. 2/3 + 2 AP’s

Commissioned by Catriona & Simon 
Mordant 

Performers: Rodney Mullen, Hillary 
Thompson & Jesus Esteban 

Director of Photography: Judd 
Overton 

Editing: Greg Ferris 

Shot at the Torrance Art Museum, LA



The beauty of a gesture that is deceptively telling

Behind the innocent exterior – the beauty of the gesture – Shaun Gladwell is in fact 
inverting our system of references. What is important? The body, the body, the body – said 
three times to drive the point home; on a single screen or on three.
Those minimalist works, hitherto revered in our modern art museums, like sacred objects, 

shut away in their white cube like the statue of god at the heart of the temple, in his 
inaccessible naos, have here become the latest objects in an obstacle course where it the 
skill of the skaters that is important first and most of all. There is not even any competition 
between what, on one side, would represent the essential – art – and, on the other, the 
secondary – the human body. Here, the body sweeps all before it. Its movement but also 
its grace, its bearing but also its elegance, its dynamism but also its ability to produce the 
finest aesthetic poses, effortlessly assert the primacy of the living over the inert object, 
the value of incarnation over that of the image. And the minimalist artwork exhibited to the 
viewer in Skateboarders v’s Minimalism? The truth is that it doesn’t take long to forget it, 
once Gladwell’s video has magnetically compelled our gaze. It doesn’t even exist as a foil 
to the body but has simply become part of the set. The perspective is reversed.
What is important and what is less so. In Skateboarders v’s Minimalism Gladwell 

challenges our idolatrous tendencies. What is a minimalist artwork by Donald Judd or 
Carl Andre? Just a bit of dead and unimportant matter ready for recycling. One hardly 
dares imagine the artists’ reaction to this daring affront, these artists who, with their works 
reduced to the most basic forms and materials, had led a crowd of hypnotised admirers 
bleating like sheep. Poor fanatics of “objecthood,” all and all equally, obstinate partisans, 
as the essayist Michael Fried said, of the artwork as self-sufficient and self-referential. 
Unsparingly, to the slow-motion rhythm of his light and airy skaters, Gladwell shatters the 
tablets of the Law, destroys the Golden Calf and sends packing the modernist deification of 
the work as object, never mind what the herd of worshippers might say.
This inversion of the situation does us good, because it breaks the consensus. It is 

also a shot in the arm. It signals that the art which combines and plays with well ordered 
categories, genres and tastes pre- empts any risk of petrifaction, any risk of blankly 
and uncritically accepting the order of things or, even worse, neutrality. So move, alert 
bodies, skateboarders transforming our silent museums, those places of death, into noisy 
gymnasiums, into skate parks. Minimal art? A relic to be thrown on the dump, an offer that 
has lost its value. The human body caught up in its acrobatics and its quest for absolute 
equilibrium and physical expression? A power, by comparison. The tabernacle of that 
energy with which all things human begin, including art.

Writer and art historian, contributor to reviews including Art press and Archistorm, Paul Ardenne 
has written several books about contemporary aesthetics: Art, l’âge contemporain (1997), L’Image 
Corps (2001), Un Art contextuel (2002), Extrême - Esthétiques de la limite dépassée (2006), Art, 
le présent (2009), as well as several novels: La Halte, Nouvel Âge, Sans visage, Comment je suis 
oiseau.







*The following images are production stills of Skateboarders v’s Minimalism.
Dimensions are variable.







SELECTION OF OTHER WORKS



Riding with Death (Redux), 1999-2011
Video still



Double Linework, 2000
Digital video, colour, sound 

1:09min



Storm Sequence, 2000
Digital video

8:08 min



Breakless, Canberra #1 9/4/05 7:47am, 2005
Lambda durst print

70 x 100 cm
Photo: Josh Raymond



Pataphysical Man, 2005
Video production still

Performer: Daniel Esteve Pomares



Double Voyage, 2006
2-channel digital video, 16:9, stereo

24:05 minutes
Videography: Gotaro Uematsu



Approach to Mundi Mundi, 2007
Production still: Two-channel video, 16:9, colour, silent

Photo: Josh Raymond



Apologies 1 - 6, 2009
HD video, 16:9, stereo sound

27:10 minutes
Cinematography: Gotaro Uematsu



Double balancing act, 2009-2010 
Dual-channel HD video, 16:9, colour, silent 
Channel 1: 07:32 min; channel 2: 04:04 min



Colour Test: Mundi Mundi Plains (Blue), 2009
Pigment print on archival paper

162.6 x 210 cm



BMX Channel, 2013
Installation, Large-scale video projection



Utterance 2: Maximus Swept Out To Sea (Wattamolla), 2013
Digital print on archival paper, framed

154.6 x 154.6 cm 



Self Portrait Spinning and Falling in Paris, 2016
Single-channel HD video, colour, silent

16:9 (installed as 4:3)



Gladwell VS Baldessari supreme skateboards, 2016 
(Grey, Blue, Yellow)
Paint on skateboard
Unique piece

Gladwell VS Baldessari 
Supreme skateboards



Gladwell VS Baldessari supreme skateboards, 2016 
(Black, Yellow, White)
Paint on skateboard
Unique piece



Gladwell VS Baldessari supreme skateboards, 2016 
(Black and Green)

Paint on skateboard
Unique piece



MACBA & SKATEBOARD







BIOGRAPHY



Shaun Gladwell (b. 1972) is an Australian-born.
Lives and works in the UK.
He completed Associate Research at Goldsmiths College, London in 2001.

Shaun Gladwell is known and renowned as an artist of the body and of movement, 
an artist of the sovereign gesture, as analysed by Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, and 
an artist of body memory, too, according to Simon Rees. Gladwell treats the body as 
an absolute, pushing it to the extreme border of life and death, as indicated by the 
title of one of his earliest videos, Riding with Death (Redux) (1999–2011), or in what, 
to date, is his most famous work, Apologies 1-6 (2007–2009), in which his journey 
along the roads of Australia often seems tantamount, both in the artist’s eyes and 
in our own, to a crossing of the Styx. Shaun Gladwell is the “corpopoetic” artist 
par excellence: here is the body hanging between life and death, arms spread out 
crosswise; the body-machine, the biker body, the virtuoso body, the body as combat.
All these bodies constitute an ongoing, performative creation that is driven
to the point of loss of consciousness. But that loss is also acted, calculated and, 
consequently, under control. For, beyond movement, Gladwell is also and, above 
all, an artist of mastery. Of mastery of the body? Yes, but not only that. For that is 
the means whereby he seeks to achieve mastery of time. That is why slow motion 
is such a key element in his work, making him one of the great romantic artists of 
our day. Gladwell indeed uses filmic devices such as slow-motion and long pans to 
capture both tightly choreographed and improvised performances by break dancers, 
skateboarders, and BMX bike riders in a combination of rural and city settings in 
Australia, Japan, Brazil, France and Afghanistan. The resulting works, which he 
describes as “performative landscapes” are both rhythmic and poetic - distorting 
speed, gravity, space and time; exploring visual and spatial paradoxes.

In 2009, Shaun Gladwell represented Australia at the Venice Biennial and was sent 
to Afghanistan as the Australian Official War Artist. 

Gladwell has exhibited Internationally in venues such as the Royal Academy of Arts 
(London), the Orange County Museum of Art (CA), KUAD Gallery (Istanbul), Palais 
de Tokyo (Paris), and the Museum of Lyon (France).

Gladwell’s work is included in the public collections of the Art Gallery of New South 
Wales (Sydney), Museum of Contemporary Art (Sydney), Museum of Contemporary 
Art (Tokyo), Museum of Fine Arts Houston (TX), Orange County Museum of Art 
(CA), Progressive Art Collection (PA), SCHUNCK (Heerlen), VideoBrasil (Brazil), 
Wadsworth Atheneum (CT), among many others.
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