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VIDEO VERITE: Clockwise from above, Shaun Gladwell's POV Mirror Sequence Tarin Kowt (2009 -2010); Lyndell Brown and Charles Green's View from Chinook chopper during supply mission flight to outpost in Helmand; Gladwell's Behind Point of View, Middle East Area of Operations (2009-2010);
Lyndell Brown and Charles Green’s painting of Australian, Dutch, and American soldiers with Afghan traders; and their painting of Corporal Dianne Cuttler, Medical Technician AME, sitting in the Air Medical Evacuation Black Hawk, Kandahar.

Artists draw on scenes of conflict

Two exhibitions showing at the War Memorial offer an Australian perspective on military action in Irag and Afghanistan, DIANA STREAK writes

Two figures, a uniformed soldier and
the artist, stalk each other, each
training a video camera on the other.
As they gingerly circle with intense
concentration, the viewer sees in the
background the harsh Afghanistan
landscape interspersed with military
hardware.

Occasionally an army jeep drives
past.

This unusual art installation is the
focus piece of Shaun Gladwell’s
exhibition Double Field: Shaun Glad-
well - Afghanistan which opened at
the Australian War Memorial in
Canberra this week.

The video was shot inside Tarin
Kowt military base when Gladwell
travelled through Afghanistan and
the Middle East as the memorial’s
official war artist in October 2009. He
said the work reflected his fasci-
nation with the intensive way
soldiers are physically and mentally
trained to complete their field opera-
tions. He wanted to set up a scenario

of soldiers stalking but also being
stalked and using their training and
bodily movements. An award-
winning artist, Gladwell was recently
featured in Art 41 Basel, an inter-
national show in Basel, Switzerland.

The videos were shot over several
hours at different times of the day
and include the sun setting over the
distant hills. It is a dynamic portrait
of a soldier who is represented
observing, controlling and adapting
to an environment.

Gladwell said it was not difficult to
find volunteers for the project, which
includes six portraits shot from
behind the subjects.

“They were great, giving up their
own recreational time, I really
appreciated the fact that they were so
enthusiastic and they knew so much
about video equipment. I was in-
terested in their training of course, so
organised and regimented, the train-
ing is incredible but they've also got
this great relationship with tech-

nology. All the guys were all very
familiar with digital equipment of all
kinds and I wanted to use that and
recognise that.”

Gladwell concedes he might not
have had the same enthusiastic
response if his medium was pastels
or oil paint but said the range of
interests among the soldiers sur-
prised him. “They were really amaz-
ing in what their interests were
outside of their specific job over
there. But they were really great with
their cameras. They all had their own
cameras and recorded their own lives
to an extent over there,” he said.

“I'm interested in this idea of not
just recording, which would be a kind
of traditional way of just me pointing
a camera somewhere and recording a
theme. I like this idea that it wasn’t
just a window into a place but that I
was providing a mirror, seeing some-
thing reflected back at where I was.”

Gladwell said the idea of the artist
featuring in his own artwork is not a

new idea. “Actually, it’s a very old
idea, like Vermeer the great Dutch
painter, who would always paint
himself in the scene. Probably the
most famous example in art history is
Veldzquez. In his work Las Meninas
he is sitting behind the canvas
looking at royal family, giving an idea
of where he was in everything. These
ideas are very powerful and I thought
I would do a different version of that
with Handycams in Afghanistan.”
Gladwell’s installation is part of the
memorial’s Official War Art Scheme
which includes an exhibition of
paintings and photographs Framing
Conflict - Iraq and Afghanistan by
Lyndell Brown and Charles Green.
Curator Warwick Heywood said
Brown and Green’s works of art
record the activities and experiences
of Australian troops. “They are con-
templative works that reveal new and
strange configurations of landscape,
culture, and technology,” he said.
Brown and Greene, who have been

creating paintings and photographic
works together since 1989, travelled
for six weeks through the Middle
East, Afghanistan, and the Persian
Gulf as the Australian War Memori-
al’s official war artists in March 2007.

“Part of the force of these works is
the way they frame contemporary
history within broader historical nar-
ratives and memories that unfold or
are stirred up by the wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan,” he said.

Brown and Green completed a
series of paintings for the com-
mission which all share the same
square format but were developed in
two sizes.

“The three largest paintings are all
titled ‘history paintings’ and they
represent expansive scenes with
elaborate groupings of people and
machines. The artists also completed
30 smaller paintings that tend to
focus on one subject, for example,
the chest webbing worn by an
Australian Chinook helicopter pilot,

or recreate a specific experience,
such as looking out through the
windscreen of a military vehicle,”
Heywood said.

Apart from the official com-
mission, Brown and Green created a
body of large format photographs
that reveal sophisticated military
equipment, bases, and vehicles, tem-
porarily located in vast and open
Middle East and Afghanistan land-
scapes.

“Various works present a perspec-
tive of looking out onto landscapes
through the windows of buildings or
the windscreens of Bushmasters
[four-wheeled vehicles] and Chinook
helicopters. These works were devel-
oped by the artists to something akin
to ‘Hitchcockian clues’ which create
the sense of looking out at a scene
but being distanced from the action.
The artists noted that the war zones
they witnessed are low in action but
high in tension. Participants remain
fearful of sudden interruptions such

as rockets being fired into a camp, a
car exploding or gunfire unexpected-
ly arising from within the streets.
This tension is enhanced in the
painting that has been produced
from a blurred photograph. This
literally shaken image conveys the
‘urgency of being outside the wire’.”

The paintings were derived from
thousands of photographs Brown
and Green created on tour. From an
original photograph they selected
and cropped - or as they said, “‘distil”
a final image that they work up into
a highly detailed oil painting.

“This marriage of photography
and painting creates complex pic-
tures that simultaneously present the
processes of photography, the physi-
cal labour of copying the original
photograph, and the literal layering
of oil paint and glazes.”

W Double Field: Shaun Gladwell -
Afghanistan and Framing Conflict -
Iraq and Afghanistan, Australian War
Memorial Canberra until August 18.
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