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If she were able to see, the mannequin in a blonde party wig propped up in Darren Sylvester's studio would gaze 
with curiosity at the walls around her. Studded with a disparate array of images, there is a Celine logo, a replica 
of Dee Dee Ramone's tombstone and an image of the Earth – like one at the end of a Hollywood movie, 
announcing "The End". There is also a picture of a plane disappearing into storm clouds. 
 
The plane is a favourite of Sylvester, the gatherer of these images and the guardian of the mannequin (used as 
a photo-shoot stand-in). The jet is a Lockheed L-1011 TriStar. Sylvester knows this because that particular model 
always seems to be the one used in action movies. "Whenever you see it in cinema, you know it's going to be 
destroyed," he says. 
 

 
 
Sylvester has also noticed that in airline advertising, planes are almost always shown flying up into bright light; 
never down into gloom. This plane, from a Die Hard II still, is gliding into dark clouds. So things are not looking 
good. 
 
There are many references to death in Sylvester's work, and a lot to think about. And a lot of brands. Sylvester 
moved to Melbourne from Sydney in the late 1990s and was initially known for his photography. As he 
developed his art work, it began to expand – he has explored, among other things, scriptwriting, short-story 
writing, video, and composing and producing albums. He even once made a hugely popular light-up dancefloor 
for the National Gallery of Victoria. It is all his artwork. The result is that, unlike all those brands we daily 
encounter, Sylvester resists categorisation. 
 



 
 
"I enjoy now being able to do whatever I want in my art practice," he says. He finds it great fun to meticulously 
research how to make something. "You just go and do it – it is such an easy thing to say, but experience and 
confidence makes it come more easily." 
This is an artist who revels in referencing the banality of the real world, especially advertising logos and brands 
– not that he sees it as banal: from Celine or McDonald's to IKEA or Panasonic, Sylvester embraces it all and 
unpicks the meanings. Life is viewed through his philosopher's eyes as something of a shopping mall. 
 
"Sometimes I think with the noise or brands, they [viewers] might think it's fun," he says of his new NGV 
exhibition, deliciously titled Carve a Future, Devour Everything, Become Something. "It's not, it's not at all. A lot 
of the songs I write are about losing your job, or dying; the artworks too." 
 
This is a man who, over the past 20 years or so, has relentlessly pushed his own parameters as an artist, and this 
gambling is what curators noted when he exhibited among hundreds of other artists at the NGV's 
ambitious Melbourne Now exhibition in 2013: the dancefloor-based work For You (2013) was such a big hit, with 
a heady aesthetic so rich with department-store perfume-counter colour-and-movement, visitors loved hanging 
out with it. Thus, we have this new solo show, one in which the dancefloor, and a number of other earlier works, 
are recalibrated alongside new works. 
 
Today, in his studio Sylvester is making some final decisions about works going into the show which, like a 
shopping mall (of course), will have no central focus but rather a series of attractions along the way, with a lot 
of light and sound. 
 
Outside at the gallery entrance, is a mock island with bronze and porcelain coconuts. Then, in the foyer, is the 
video If I only do one good thing in life, this is it. It was filmed with two cameras on tripods at a Melbourne IKEA 
store, and runs for 34 minutes. He wanted the continuous take to go for hours but a shopper with a mattress on 
a trolley curtailed proceedings. In the video, Sylvester says, the cameras were positioned at the exit: one facing 
the registers, the other at the kiosk as you leave. Throughout the video, he walks in a circle, purchasing cheap 
soft-serve ice creams and giving them away to people as "a goodwill gesture" whose aim was "for myself and 
IKEA to create an act of kindness together, in a sense, a corporate synergy between artist and brand". 
 



As exhibition curator Maggie Finch observes, Sylvester's work displays a detailed knowledge, interest and 
possible reappraisal of consumerism, exploring relationships with marketing, advertising, cinema, popular 
music, fashion and, significantly, each other. 
"Hopes and dreams, middle-class conundrums, the tedium and banality of work, loss and longing, love and 
romance, fear of death – these are subjects that appear time and time again in Sylvester's so-called 'modern-
day fabrications'," she writes in the Carve a Future catalogue. 
 
Sylvester doesn't set out to cynically have a go at rampant consumerism. It's more complex than that. "It is up 
to the viewer to wonder whether they are critiques," he says. "I genuinely don't think that they are. IKEA sells 
these very cheap things; people leave with them. Advertisers and influencers are powerful and seductive – and 
eventually we all give in, whether we like it or not. Everyone gives in on a daily basis … there is no way to avoid 
that." 
 
The brands, logos and consumerist aesthetics entered his work in the early 2000s when he realised how odd it 
was that they didn't feature more in contemporary art, in the way that, historically, painters and photographers 
have captured their immediate surroundings. His created world of "reconstructed ready-mades" reflects the 
ways brands offer us a perceived sense of freedom. "For others it might be religion, but I'm not religious, so 
what else do you have? The dopamine hit of retail therapy does that. Even eating fast food does that, or a guilty 
pleasure." 
 
Looking at the objects and images in his studio, Sylvester recalls that while growing up, he used to write a lot of 
short stories. These provoked video-clip style images in his head, informing the story titles, and eventually 
photographs reminiscent of film stills. Narrative-based photography, along with his attempts at scriptwriting, 
formed the bulk of his work until about 2009. Over time, he had wanted to bring his imagery "into the real world, 
physically". Photography has remained at the core, and the studio is where he sets up scenarios to photograph 
– no digital manipulations on the computer afterwards, just the raw shots of worlds he creates from scratch. 
 
"People would be surprised at how B-grade it looks in here," he says. "Just theatre lights and a good camera." 
 
Carve a Future, Devour Everything, Become Something is at NGV Australia, federation Square, March 1 – June 
30 ngv.vic.gov.au 
 
 


