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Coated in a glossy sheen and infused with pop 
culture references, Darren Sylvester’s latest 

work straddles the boundary between high art 
and fashion editorial. Gina Fairley previews 

his upcoming exhibition at Sullivan+Strumpf. 
Photography by Zan Wimberley.

BROKEN MODEL
D

arren Sylvester could be described as the 
poster boy for Generation Y; his ability 
to flick and filter, to snare associations 
and to elevate aspiration comes from an 
astute familiarity with advertising that 
pits high production against high reality.   

His practice over the last twenty 
years has moved indiscriminately 

between photography, video, sculpture and music, 
consistently global in its reach and yet freeze-framed 
to the moment that produced it. He throws popular 
culture into the mosh pit where collisions can be 
casual or contrived, not unlike swiping through 
tabs of an Internet browser. 

For Broken Model (Sullivan + Strumpf), Sylvester 
again returns to film and fashion world tropes. Over 
a tonne of sand surfaces a 13-meter catwalk that 
navigates viewers through the gallery space. There is 
no arrival, no magic endpoint or Nirvana. It is about 
the pantomime of presentation, and its promise, 
like most advertising, is fabricated. 

The sand has been industrially coloured a 
saccharine purple reminiscent of grape bubble 
gum. You can almost smell its vibrancy. There is a 
slight sparkle to its crystalline granules, which play 
off glittering green faces of models that backdrop 
the installation – a faux-magazine cover punched 
to steroid proportions. 

Scattered along the catwalk in perfect narrative 
are coconuts cast in bronze and porcelain. One 
could be mistaken to have stepped on-set of a Bounty 
chocolate advertisement or film. Castaway meets 
Prêt-a-porter? The wallop is fittingly seductive and 
yet its amplified pop edge digs deeper than the 
surface that it appears to dwell. 

Like most of Sylvester’s work its genesis is a spark. 
For Broken Model that was the splice of a shipwrecked 
Tom Hanks in the 2000 film Castaway attempting to 
open a coconut, with a faceless model encountered 
while trawling his iPad, who had fallen on a runway; 
a flotilla of models around her disengaged. 
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1. // Darren Sylvester, Green 
Editorial, 2016. Lightjet 
print, 240 x 160cm, edition 
of 3 +AP. 

2. // Darren Sylvester, SKII 
Skin Signature, 2012.
Bronze, 27 x 22 x 11cm.

COURTESY: THE ARTIST AND 

SULLIVAN+STRUMPF, SYDNEY.
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Sylvester explains that Hanks lost weight for 
a year to make the role convincing. And while 
supposedly deserted, he was really in Fiji, the land 
of designer coconut water. And the model? That 
was Coco Rocha, and the fall had been staged 
for Valentino’s farewell show. Does reality lessen 
their impact?

Sylvester’s work first came to prominence with 
highly staged photographic portraits in the late 
1990s. That remit again sets anchor in this new 
installation but, boldly, the images have been 
blown up to billboard proportions.

Sylvester’s departure to digital with his last 
exhibition Dreams End With You (Sullivan + 
Strumpf, 2014) has been reversed. Shot on 4x5 
transparencies these new works are highly directed, 
highly scripted images. He’s used a grid structure 
to push the photographs more than 3-metres, 
which magnifies the psycho-fissures of alienation 
inherent to Broken Model and Green (2016). 

This mature work of Sylvester has become 
more agile, and driven by an image’s ability 
to manipulate and confuse, and the tensions 
created are very powerful. That is played out 
correspondingly in the coconut sculptures that, 
unlike Hanks idyllic fabrication of bounty, were 
purchased by Sylvester from the local supermarket. 
The ultimate readymade subsequently cast. 

They sit on display just as a Prada handbag 
might in-store, cognisant of their powers of visual 
merchandising and occupying a space between 
the illusive, the over advertised, and plain fact.

Sylvester expanded his oeuvre from photography 
to objects in 2007 when he made a series of wooden 
masks that resembled anti-ageing facemasks. Later 
in 2012 it was a suite of bronze masks that took 
their cue from Stanley Kubrick’s film Eyes Wide 
Shut (1999). Polished only on one side, illusion 
and material reality coexisted. 

This is the place where Sylvester’s work dwells 
so eruditely today, that serving-up of a holistic 
product philosophy and its flipside questioning. In 
Sylvester’s hands, it punches outside the streams of 
consumerism into high art and with its elevation 
universal truths are arrived upon. 

Darren Sylvester’s work is held in public 
collections including the Queensland Art Gallery, 
Art Gallery of Western Australia, National Gallery 
of Australia, Art Gallery of NSW and Artbank.

❱ DARREN SYLVESTER IS REPRESENTED BY 
SULLIVAN+STRUMPF, SYDNEY AND NEON 
PARC, MELBOURNE. BROKEN MODEL EXHIBITS 
AT SULLIVAN+STRUMPF, SYDNEY FROM  
20 JULY – 20 AUGUST, 2016. 2.
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3. // Darren Sylvester, I Want To 
Carve A Future, Devour Everything, 
Become Something, 2006.  
Lightjet print, 120 x 160 cm, 
edition of 3 + 2AP. .

COURTESY: THE ARTIST AND 

SULLIVAN+STRUMPF, SYDNEY. 

‘EVERYONE HERE 
IS ACTING AND  
YET I STILL WANT 
THIS WORLD.’ 
 DARREN SYLVESTER, 2016
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ANGELA GODDARD 
Curator and Director Griffith Artworks

Darren skates really close to this edge of being a wide-
eyed fan boy and being totally complicit in the promises 
of popular culture, and it is this intriguing space that 
makes his work so compelling. 

The high production value of the work - its shininess 
- makes your teeth hurt in a saccharine sense. He pays 
such close attention to advertising codes you could 
easily flick past his images in a fashion magazine, but 
then there is a darkness that I also see in his work. 

Contemporary art can often be overly earnest in the 
space of culture, but Darren’s work does not do that, 
and that is why I find it interesting and dangerous. I 
think we expect him to be this super hip, super critical 
person, but he is not that at all. He enjoys dancing on 
that line between the sleek ideal world that advertising 
constructs and contemporary realities. 

There isn’t anything particularly Australian 
about his work. It is located in this weird space that 
is not anywhere. Rather, I think Darren’s work will 
be emblematic of this time because it so closely 
follows recognisable tropes. We tend to think of our 
contemporary moment as not having a style about 
it. Darren’s work has that “I can’t place this” quality, 
but with that particular currency, I think it will also 
date. That dating is totally alright; I like that about the 
work. It will be like old magazines or art catalogues 
in ten years time. They will continue to touch us in 
personal ways. 

Gina Fairley

4. // Darren Sylvester, Space 
Blanket, 2012. Acrylic aluminimum 
brass cotton dacron fiberglass gore tex 
kapton kevlar lycra mylar neoprene 
nomex nylon polyester silica teflon zip, 
150 x 150 x 4cm. 
COURTESY: THE ARTIST AND 

SULLIVAN+STRUMPF, SYDNEY.

5. // Darren Sylvester, Moon 
Rock, 2014. Aluminum silicon silica 
magnesium iron calcium chromium 
titanium manganese oxygen, 
dimensions variable.   
COURTESY: THE ARTIST AND 

SULLIVAN+STRUMPF, SYDNEY.

6. // Darren Sylvester, saw the Tupac 
perform at Coachella. Was surreal: 
People holding cameras to take footage 
of a big video screen version of a 
hologram of a dead person, 2014. 
Embroidered towel, 71 x 144cm.  
COURTESY: THE ARTIST AND NEON PARC, 
MELBOURNE.

5.

4.
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URSULA SULLIVAN 
Director, Sullivan+Strumpf

 
Darren speaks of our contemporary world and it 
is contemporary collectors who seek him out. He 
is becoming an important and established artist, 
so is beginning to attract those who like to collect 
the history of art and photography. And that is 
not exclusive to Australia; his work has gone to 
international collectors, including Sir Elton John. 

Darren’s collectors are loyal and collect in depth. 
His sculptural work has always done well and, as 
with a lot of photography, there are key images that 
sell out super quickly and are considered iconic. The 
price of his work has steadily increased over the years. 
The big difference with the new work is that they 
are a larger, multiple panel format. The range for 
the photographs is $9,900 - $33,000. Earlier works, 
smaller in scale, are $5,500.

Broken Model is Darren’s most ambitious body of 
work to date. It is so satisfying to see an artist reach for 
a higher level and grab it with both hands. We know 
the bronze and porcelain coconuts will have a strong 
audience, and while there are only two photographic 
works in the show we have little doubt that they will 
be considered key images by Darren. 

We love working with Darren because he has 
wonderful professional standards and his work 
is always thoroughly considered from concept to 
creation, and he’s culturally relevant. The work shows 
a complete connection with the world around us 
from the deeply significant to the deeply superficial. 

We are very excited for Darren’s forthcoming survey 
at the NGV in March 2018.  

Gina Fairley6.
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Darren Sylvester, Broken Model, 
2016. Installation view at 
Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney.  
COURTESY: THE ARTIST AND 

SULLIVAN+STRUMPF, SYDNEY.

p132-141_sylvester2.indd   141 3/07/16   2:47 PM


