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Darren Sylvester 
set my soul free

A truly multidisciplinary artist, Darren Sylvester is also 
an unashamed fan of pop music. His love of the genre is 
sincere and fanatic, to the extent that, in 2008, he spent 
four months producing and performing an album of pop 
songs, teaching himself how to sing, play guitar and 
drums, record and mix.1 Having previously paid homage 
to Kate Bush (You should let go of a dying relation-
ship, 2006) and The Carpenters (I was the last in the 
Carpenters’ garden, 2008), he cites significant admiration 
for the 1960s American girl group The Shangri-Las, 
alongside Morrissey, the singer and lyricist from the 
1980s British indie band The Smiths, for the way in which 
their upbeat, catchy music shares stories of pain and 
tragedy with us.  

Morrissey once said that he has ‘a dramatic, unswayable, 
unavoidable obsession with death’.2 The same could 
be said of Sylvester, whose work—across photography, 
sculpture, video and installation—presents much like a 
shiny pop song, with a polished story, direct and to the 
point, yet simmers with levels of complexity that do not 
shy away from the undeniability of our mortality. 

Sylvester recently presented three standalone works 
as part of the 2022 Adelaide Biennial of Australian 
Art: Free/State, which, taken together, ruminate on the 
transience of life. The first, Transformer, 2020, is a steel 
archway with cool, blue neon lights that flicker as the 
viewer passes beneath. A fantastical portal to nowhere, 
the sculpture appears as if it was stolen from the set of a 

science fiction film centred around a spaceship. Séance, 
2021, the second work, is a large-scale photograph 
depicting a group of people seated around a table, 
their eyes closed and holding hands, in a moment of 
collective reverie. The final work, Kite, 2021, features a 
kite suspended from the ceiling that traverses the gallery 
on a mechanical circuit. Rather than a graceful flight, a 
series of spokes jerk the kite around its track, such that it 
resembles a conjured spirit trapped in its ascent. 

Sylvester creates with a deft, uncanny touch: in the 
images and scenes he fashions we, the viewers, inevitably 
feel as if we are witnessing events or experiences 
encountered or lived previously. This is by no means 
an unconscious strategy—the line between reality and 
fiction is always intentionally illusory. Sylvester draws 
upon our common lexicon of emotional affect, absorbed 
through popular culture, yet his staged photographs, 
made from self-constructed sets, reveal the artificiality or 
unreality of any felt sentiment. Take for instance the four 
large-scale photographs included in Sylvester’s latest 
solo exhibition, Dear Diary, whereby the artist handmade 
and photographed scenes of sunsets, cityscapes and 
clouds lifted from anonymous, aspirational Instagram 
posts. Despite the uplifting intent and new age energy 
of the source material, a deep melancholy and sense 
of loneliness permeates these flat, lifeless, washed-out 
images. Infused with existential yearnings and desires, 
this latest photographic series is indicative of the way 
Sylvester’s work cuts through the advertising, entertain-
ment and self-promotion we consume. 

1.  Artist profile, ‘Darren Sylvester’, 2019, https://artistprofile.com.au/darren-sylvester/, accessed 27 October 2021. 
2.  L. Brown, ‘Unhappy birthday’, The Guardian, May 2009, https://www.theguardian.com/music/2009/may/22/morrissey-50-biography-len-brown, accessed 
27 October 2021.



It is interesting in this context that Dear Diary also 
features two custom-built rocking chair lounges, Triple S 
Space Rockers, 2021, that mimic a Balenciaga sneaker in 
form. Around the same time that Balenciaga wiped their 
Instagram clean, Demna Gvasalia, the fashion house’s 
artistic director and arguably the most influential person 
in fashion today, commented:  

“I think social media is boring, and 
dangerously addictive for some, as 
well as super manipulative. We need 
to find new ways of using it that is less 
harmful for society. The freedom that it 
‘suggested’ originally is now governed 
by algorithms and commercial 
interests”.3

 
What Gvasalia and Sylvester are highlighting to us 
is how the past two decades have been some of the 
most visually rich (but profoundly numbing) in history. 

Sylvester’s work more and more speaks to the individ-
ual’s transportive powers and, with this in mind, his 
space-age chairs become another vehicle for escape. 

 
 
Patrice Sharkey is the Artistic Director of ACE Open, 
Adelaide.

This text was originally published in the 2022 Adelaide 
Biennial of Australian Art: Free/State exhibition 
catalogue (4 March - 5 June 2022, Art Gallery of South 
Australia) and has been revised by the writer on the 
occasion of Darren Sylvester’s solo exhibition, Dear Diary 
(31 March - 23 April 2022, Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney). 

 3. Rachel Tashjian, ‘Balenciaga Couture Is the Death Knell of Influencer Culture’, GQ,  8 July 2021: https://www.

Darren Sylvester 
Triple S Space Rocker, 2021 
birch wood, upholstery foam, 
kvadrat maharam danish wool, 
rubber, paint  
180 x 60 x 90 cm 

 
 
 
+ TO SEE AVAILABLE WORKS BY DARREN SYLVESTER, 

ACCESS THE VIEWING ROOM BY ENTERING YOUR EMAIL 

ADDRESS bit.ly/DSDearD
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Darren Sylvester 
Séance (detail), 2022 
six lightjet prints, 240 x 480 cm, 
unique, edition of 3 and single lightjet 
print, 90 x 180 cm, edition of 3
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