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EARTHWARD BOUND 
The sculptures of Sydney artist Sanné Mestrom are weighty, voluptuous 

correctives to the empty monumentalism associated with the masters of the form. 

By Rebecca Gallo

Installation view  
SANNÉ MESTROM 
Loose Variables, 2017 
cast concrete, bronze, brass 
dimensions vary

Courtesy the artist and 
Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney
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Each work of art functions as a statement in the long 
conversation of art making, responding to what has 
come before by expanding upon or critiquing or 
subverting it.i 
– Rebecca Solnit

Sanné Mestrom’s Dora Maar (2013) is an immense, 
stylised steel and bronze fountain, after Picasso’s 
painting of his tear-streaked muse. Her Still Life series 
(2013) of flattened ceramic vessels are sculptural 
renderings of Morandi’s famous paintings. Soft Kiss 
(2011), a market-bought sculpture and its cast double, 
are distant descendants in the style of Brancusi. 
Mestrom has taken what she describes as “singular 
gestures” by so-called master artists and turned them 
into multiples that “have a limited lifespan, or are 
made of vulnerable materials like clay”.

Arguably Mestrom’s sculptures are bolder and more 
permanent than the ‘originals’ that inspired them. 
Ceramics, for instance, may be fragile, but if cared for 
correctly, will outlast oil on canvas. Mestrom’s 
appropriations are also more immediate: rather than  
a depiction of tears, her sculpture actually weeps 
water from a bronze eye. Mestrom deconstructs the 
originals, introducing the influences of time, place and 
new materials. These elements act as reinforcements  
in robust new renderings, which – although they may 
speak of temporality and vulnerability – are solid 
and earthbound. 

When we speak, Mestrom is at work on a new series 
titled Corrections. It is a return to – and extension  
of – her work from the late 2000s, in which she used 
her own body as a primary reference. I ask if she 
can describe the works, and halfway through our 
phone conversation, Mestrom texts me some 
photos of the work in progress. “I was reluctant to 
send them,” she admits. “They’re very speculative, I 
suppose. But I can at least talk to you a little about 
them.”

There is a pause while I look at the snaps on my small 
mobile phone screen. I laugh out loud in joy and 
surprise: it is a surreal collection of images, in which 
Mestrom has used her backyard as a test space for 
the gallery installation. Before a squat 1960s brick 
house, an expanse of green lawn is littered with 
squiggles and bulges like impossible playground 
equipment. The uncanny centrepiece is a wax cast  
of Mestrom’s legs and slightly pregnant belly, cut  
off at the navel, protruding from the grass, flat feet 
to the sky. The abstract forms are beautiful and lyrical, 
and will no doubt resolve into more grounded, 
sensuous objects when cast and installed in the blank 
slate of gallery space. Meanwhile, the backyard scene 
is a beautifully absurd proposition. It demonstrates 
the art objects’ origins in a domestic garage-studio, 
prior to their transformation into valuable marketplace 
commodities in a polished gallery setting.

CAN YOU DESCRIBE WHAT I’M LOOKING AT HERE?
There is a head with the eyes gouged out on an 
elongated totem, and it’s sort of floating. It’s the only 
thing that has a weightlessness to it; everything else 
will be anchored to the ground. On the floor in front 
of that is another head of mine that will be bronze, 
so it will be a little bit like Brancusi’s sleeping heads. 
Except it’s my own face, and my dog Charlie chewed 
the nose off. I’m casting it as is. And then there are 
these abstract pieces: some defy gravity, and some 
sink into the earth, weighed down. The works will be 
spread across the gallery, but the elements are paired. 
The pairs won’t necessarily be next to one another, 
but they belong together.

WHY PAIRS?
Traditionally in art, in terms of balance and a polite 
asymmetry, the number is three. The biblical trinity  
is always implied. But I am interested in twos, because 
when there are two of something, you look at them for 
difference rather than sameness. That doesn’t happen 
with threes, because there are too many dynamics 
going on. With a pair of twins, you’re gobsmacked  
by the similarity, but then all you do is look for the 
difference. And I think there is something really 
compelling about that, shifting your emphasis from 
sameness to rupture.

GOING BACK TO BRANCUSI’S SLEEPING HEAD –  
JUST RECENTLY, ONE OF THEM SOLD FOR TENS  
OF MILLIONS AT AUCTION.ii I THOUGHT OF YOU, 
BECAUSE YOU HAVE REFERENCED BRANCUSI 
BEFORE, AND BECAUSE THERE IS AN ONGOING 
THREAD THROUGH YOUR WORK OF QUESTIONING 
THE WAY IN WHICH VALUE IS CONSTRUCTED. 
Yes, a major thread for me is the critique of value  
in the art ecology. My version of the Brancusi head  
is very much de-monumentalised; it’s kicked around 
like a football. That destabilising of the heroic 
gesture is very much a part of my work; the way 
that value is gained and lost in the most elusive 
ways in art ecologies. 

With my series Leftoversiii I invited other artists  
to contribute to my work, and then reclaimed it as  
my own. I altered each object, but for example Hany 
Armanious gave me a resin blob, and I put some 
porcelain slip on it and called it a Sanné Mestrom.  
I am interested in ownership and the shift of value. 
When a scrap is on the floor, it’s rubbish, but as soon 
as someone picks it up and puts it in a different 
context, it becomes full of potential again. The life and 
death of these elements I think is really interesting.

MOST OF YOUR WORK HAS BEEN MADE FOR A 
GALLERY CONTEXT, BUT IN RECENT YEARS YOU’VE 
UNDERTAKEN SOME MAJOR OUTDOOR 
COMMISSIONS. DO YOU HAVE A PREFERENCE 
BETWEEN THESE TWO WAYS OF WORKING?
I love being able to do both simultaneously. I think 
about site and materiality in such different ways and 
scales for each, and one informs the other. Weeping 
Womeniv came to life for me when a little kid at the 
opening started running up and down one of the 
pieces, and it was like, ‘oh my god, that’s it, that’s the 
work!’ They are hands-on pieces, and over time they 
become points of congregation. People meet at them, 

put their coffee cups on them, lay in the sun on them. 
The work becomes about the body of the spectator in 
relation to the work. I’d like to develop more projects 
in that direction over time, where the work is part of 
the infrastructure of a site. 

IN THE WORDS YOU SENT ME ABOUT CORRECTIONS, 
YOU MENTIONED ADDRESSING BOTH THE “THE 
POTENTIAL AND THE LIMITATIONS OF THE BODY”. 
TRADITIONALLY, THE FEMALE FORM HAS BEEN 
IDEALISED AND FETISHISED THROUGH ART, SO IT 
SEEMS THAT YOU’RE DOING THE OPPOSITE IN YOUR 
ATTENTION TO THE LIMITATIONS OR FAILURES OF 
THE BODY.
The women that I portray are not attractive, classical or 
archetypal. They’re a little bit androgynous, muscly and 
fleshy – not in a tits-and-arse way, but solid and robust. 
They have gravity, which is something I think about  
a lot when I’m looking at the female form. They’re not 
these weightless, delicate things; they’re rocks. For me 
it’s natural to work with the female body because that’s 
the body I know, but I’m not making an explicit political 
statement on the historical representation of women. 
It’s embedded in the ideas, and I am a feminist, but it’s 
not something I’m consciously thinking about when 
making the work. 

IT SOUNDS LIKE THIS BODY OF WORK IS MOVING 
MORE TOWARDS THE PERSONAL. THIS CAN BECOME 
QUITE SERIOUS AND REFLECTIVE, BUT YOU SEEM 
TO USE HUMOUR TOO.
A lot of my work, I do hope, has an element of 
cheekiness or the absurd. The materials might be 
earnest, and I suppose I’m pretty earnest when it 
comes to art, but I hope that the work doesn’t take 
itself too seriously. I want it to have pathos, an element 
of tragicomedy. Having said that, I’m not slapstick and 
I’m not cynical. But shit, you have to laugh at yourself 
sometimes. And I think people recognise themselves  
in humour. It’s a way to connect, to be endeared to 
things. I think that’s where the poetry happens, where 
you have that moment of recognition with an object  
or an artwork. When we can see broken bits of 
ourselves in a dishevelled object. 

CORRECTIONS opens at Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney  
on August 19 and shows until September 9, 2017. 

mestrom.org

sullivanstrumpf.com

i  Rebecca Solnit, The Faraway Nearby, 2013, Penguin Books.

ii  Constantin Brancusi’s La Muse Endormie (1913) sold for 
US$57.4m at a Christie’s auction in May 2017, setting a 
new record for sales of Brancusi’s work.

iii  Leftovers (2015) was created for the Sidney Myer Fund 
Australian Ceramic Award at the Shepparton Art Museum, 
and included contributions of studio detritus from over 
a dozen artists including Claire Lambe, Susan Jacobs, 
Daniel von Sturmer, Charlie Sofo and Clive Murray White.

iv  Mestrom’s Weeping Women was Monash University Museum 
of Art’s 2014 Ian Potter Sculpture Court commission.

SANNÉ MESTROM 
Weeping women, 2014 
cast concrete, brass, 
internal irrigation system 
and water

Opposite  
Top to bottom 
SANNÉ MESTROM 
Sleeping Muse, 2017 
patinated cast bronze

SANNÉ MESTROM  
Joy Prop, 2010 
Bronze (casting of the 
inside of a forced smile), 
copper and wood 
150 x 5 x 5cm

Courtesy the artist  
and Sullivan+Strumpf, 
Sydney
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