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You’re asked to provide a unique lunch for 25 of Australia’s best 
culinary and creative talent – what do you serve? In partnership with the 
NGV, we speak to the chef tasked with the challenge. 
 
When chef Shannon Martinez received a call from the NGV asking if she’d like to create and serve a menu 
for an invite-only lunch being held inside the gallery for some of Melbourne’s most creative and influential 
people, her response was threefold: she said yes, she “freaked the hell out”, then she set to work. 
 
That’s partly because a handful of the guests aren’t just high-profile names, but food contemporaries. And 
also because the purpose of the feast is to celebrate the upcoming exhibition by contemporary 
multidisciplinary Melbourne artist Darren Sylvester, Carve a Future, Devour Everything, Become Someone. 



The first large-scale solo exhibition of Sylvester’s work in a public institution, it will run at the NGV from 
Friday March 1 to Sunday June 30, highlighting works spanning his twenty-year career. Sylvester’s images 
offer hyper-real, high-gloss interpretations of modern life in all its wondrous banality – from high street 
fashions and space travel to fast food to detached, domesticated apathy. 
 
“I got online and gave myself a refresher on Darren’s work,” says Martinez. “Once I saw it, I got really 
excited, my brain just started going off. I love his fast food references – there’s so much to play with there 
– so of course I started from there.” 
 
The result is a three-course, Happy Meal-inspired feast laced with Martinez’s trademark, irreverent twists. 
“I wanted to present food diners will be familiar with, but in a completely unfamiliar way,” she says. “You’d 
never expect to be served fast food in a place like the NGV, so I want them to be questioning the food – 
what is this? This is what?” 
 
Everything on the menu for the Sylvester launch lunch will look like classic fast food, but in keeping with 
the vegan spirit of her Fitzroy eateries Smith & Daughters and Smith & Deli (which Martinez runs with her 
business partner Mo Wyse), the food will be plant-based. 
 
On arrival guests will receive a “Secret Shame” canapé of chicken-style nuggets with sweet mustard sauce. 
“I know we’ve all eaten takeaway nuggets and felt really bad about it,” she says. “It’s shameful. But many 
of my vegan friends have confessed that they really miss 4am nuggets.” 
 
Martinez’s nuggets are a combination of vital wheat protein and blended tofu. They’re shaped by hand, 
then poached and cooled before being egg-washed, coated in Martinez’s batter and deep fried. 
“I’m using ingredients and a process similar to the one I use for the chicken schnitzel at Smith & 
Daughters,” she says. “The challenge here has been getting the nugget-y texture and crunch just right.”  
For the main meal, “Happy Feels” will be served in white, biodegradable gable boxes stickered with Smith 
& Daughter’s upside-down cross logo. Inside guests will find a “Cheeseberder with extra pickles” (a 
reference to an inane, misspelled Donald Trump tweet from January), fries, a “smoked vanilla cola” and a 
toy created by Sylvester himself. 
 
Martinez says the “berder” bun has been the biggest challenge of the meal. “When I make bread, I usually 
make good bread,” she says. “I don’t make shit bread. But actually trying to make shit bread is quite hard. 
A [well-known fast food chain] bun never goes dry, it never flakes, it’s never crunchy. I researched for 
hours, and eventually worked out it’s a whole different type of dough. It has to be steamed, then baked, 
then bagged, so the bun reabsorbs the steam.” 
 
Dessert is “Rumour Files”, which has Martinez riffing on urban myths around some of the fast food we 
love to hate – and hate to love. 
 
“People used to say a McDonald’s thickshake was 75 per cent pig fat, and that the apples in the apple pie 
weren’t apples but choko,” says Martinez. “Neither of these things are true. But this stuff is so far removed 
from primary food sources that it could be, right?” 
 
Martinez’s thickshake will come in a chocolate, malt and spiced rum flavour, and there won’t be any apples 
in the “apple” pie. Instead she’ll use kohlrabi, a kitchen favourite from Smith & Daughters. A seaweed 
extract, carrageenan, will give the sauce its characteristically gluey texture. 
 
While these experimental dishes are both “collector’s items” for guests and ephemeral artworks unto 
themselves, Martinez’s work won’t be confined to the NGV. She’s heard the 4am calls of her vegan friends 
too many times – the “Secret Shame” nuggets may well be seen on the menu at Smith & Deli in the near 
future. 
 
This article is produced by Broadsheet in partnership with NGV. 

 



 
 
 


