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Silvana Denker:
The Curvy
Model Who
Walked Away
from Self-harm
and Binge
Eating
BY B RO O K E A L L E N
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ith a knife in hand, Silvana Denker pushed
the blade into her wrist, leaving cuts and
scars against her pale skin. High school was
filled with backstabbing friends, rumors and
violence that left her hating herself. “My former best friend, I
don’t know what happened, one day she decided to hate me,
and she got some other girls around [to hate me],” Denker
said. “One of them wanted to beat me up at school, actually, it
was violence.”
Denker, 34, is a curvy model, photographer and body
positive activist from Germany. She founded the #BodyLove
campaign, where she photographs women and men of all
shapes and sizes in populated areas around the world
in their underwear. The models all form a line
that spells out “BODY LOVE” painted on their
stomachs.
In high school, Denker went through
depression, bullying, self-inflicted violence
and binge eating. She even debated leaving
school because of the bullying she
encountered. Even when she
reached out to a teacher, he
responded, “Well, what should
I do?”
After pleading for help
and receiving no support, her
depression spiraled. “I was
depressed,” she said. “I cut myself
because I hated myself so much. I
always thought something is wrong
with me because I have no friends
at school and I always thought it’s
my fault.”
After she stopped selfharming, she then replaced that
act with eating. She said, “That’s
how the eating disorder started.
I just stopped [cutting] and found
something else to hurt myself or harm myself
in some kind of way.”
She gained more than 100 pounds within a few months
because of the “eating attacks.” After she graduated high
school, she never wanted to leave the house because she feared
people witnessing her new size. “I wished I was someone else,”
she said. “It was a hard time, but I decided to get some help
and I decided to work [on] myself. I said, ‘All right, well, you
can decide now whether to go on like this, and I think your
life won't be very long. Or you decide to get help and you work
to get out of this and try to get your life back.’”
Once she decided to work on herself, she learned coping
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mechanisms for her disorder and became a plus size model.
Denker said, “Becoming a plus size model helped me a lot. It
helped me to accept my body.” She added, “I always thought
about eating all day and I don't do that anymore. That helps a
lot, too. I don't count calories anymore. I don’t go crazy about
food — when I'm hungry, I eat…I just stopped hating myself
for [the disorder]. I think that was the first step in the right
direction.”
Her weight continued to fluctuate, so it was hard for her
to accept that she was no longer a size 6. However, the plus
size modeling world held a supportive community. “I was
so impressed by how amazing and beautiful these [plus size
models] are. They showed me that I don't need to be a
size 6 anymore — it's not the size that defines you,”
she said.
Learning to love herself “was a process of
years.” In 2015, when she “got bigger again,” she
formed the #BodyLove campaign and decided to
not only be the photographer, but also the model.
She could not “hide anymore.” She said, “Well, I can’t
expect everyone to take off their clothes and I never
do it myself.”
As she stripped her clothes off in the
middle of the busy streets of Copenhagen,
Denmark, she experienced “one of the best
feelings” of her life. “Now I take pictures
in the middle of Times Square and I don’t
care anymore,” Denker said. “It’s so great,
I love it. It’s such a freeing feeling to just
stand there and take pictures with my rolls,
my scars and dimples, and I [now] have
loose skin because I lost a lot of weight.”
She started the campaign to
“encourage” men and women to love
their bodies. She noticed a lot
of women who modeled in
the campaign actively showed
fear when it was time to undress.
However, once their initial shock wore off,
they had an “amazing” time. “Everyone was like, ‘Oh my God,
it was so great, I would do it again immediately,’” she said.
“Everyone who took part — without exception — not a single
one regretted it. And I'm really glad because, for me, it's very,
very important the participants feel really good.”
One of Denker’s modeling “trademarks” is the large scar
going down her stomach. In 2017, she had part of her liver
removed because doctors found two tumors. “I needed some
time to accept [the surgery] because it was a big change — all
of a sudden there was a huge scar on my belly that hadn’t been
there before,” she said.
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Accepting the scar as part of her body was
“hard” because the scar was preventing her from
obtaining modeling jobs. She was also sick from
the surgery “for months” and almost declared
bankruptcy from the lack of work. “It was a very,
very hard time, but, in the meantime, I made [the
scar] my trademark,” Denker said.
In 2018, Denker had a lingerie photoshoot in
Montreal, Canada. When she saw the pictures, she
looked “so proud and self-confident” with her new
trademark. She decided to showcase a before and
after picture from her surgery on her Instagram. The
before photo showed her in the hospital after surgery,
and the after photo showed her a year later in the
lingerie shoot.
She posted the before and after pictures to prove
that everyone has good and bad days. “I don’t want
to show [my followers] a fairytale world,” she said.
“It’s absolutely normal to not absolutely love yourself
every day.”
Although she’s learned to love her scars and
imperfections, she still struggles with loving her
health. She is currently having issues with her
gallbladder and experiencing “pain attacks.” She said,
“I lost more than 20 pounds within a few weeks…
because my gallbladder has to come out and maybe
a piece of my colon because I have a chronic colon
disease.”
She’s “a bit tired” of all the pain she has already
dealt with. While visiting New York last year, she had
intense pain caused by her gallbladder. “I thought
I’d die,” Denker exclaimed. “I was on my hands and
knees and crawled into the bathroom because I could
not walk anymore. It was so horrible.”
She has been dealing with this pain for over a
year because, when she first visited the doctor when
the gallbladder pain initially started, she was, once
again, not taken seriously and given no support. She
visited a new gastroenterologist this year who told
her, “Wow, why did they let you walk around like
that for more than a year?”
Denker said, “[The gastroenterologist] could not
understand why my doctor did not send me sooner.
[It was] because he did not take it seriously.” With
the pain she’s gone through this past year, she said, “I
hope my body gets better because it doesn’t feel like
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Silvana Denker's Body Love Campaign. Denker is pictured with her models in Hamburg, Germany.

Photo by Yvonne Sophie Thone

my body at the moment because I’m usually very strong and
have a lot of energy — but this took a lot of my energy and
strength.”
With her body slowing down, she reminds herself of the
importance of mental health. For Denker, showcasing her
mental health online is “so important” to her. “So, maybe [my
followers] can see that [my mental health] was so bad when
I was 17, 18 that I cut my arms really badly because I hated
myself so much. It was a long way and I'm glad I made it and
I'm proud to be here now. And, for me, it's the mental health
aspect that is very, very important.”
Photography also helps boost her mental health. In 2017,
Denker created another photo series titled “Metallic Curves.”
This series showcases women sizes 12 and up covered headto-toe in metallic body paint. When she first though of the
metallic color scheme, she spent hours researching other
photos to draw inspiration, but “could not find a single picture
of a curvy woman with silver or gold body painting.” After
only finding slimmer photos of women in body paint, she
started the series.
Her mother was the first model for the series. “So,
actually, my mom was the first with whom I tried it to see how
the paint looked and how the pictures looked… There were,
I think, 16 women and we had such a great time together. We
became friends and we did so many other projects. We went
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together to London for photoshoots
because we were able to exhibit ‘Metallic
Curves’ in London in a gallery,” Denker
said.
Denker “did not expect” the series
to go viral. “I just thought we created
some cool pictures,” she said. “Also, the
media recognized [the series]. I gave
interviews for a lot of magazines all over
the world.”
She added, “You don’t have to be a
size 6 to get awesome pictures.”
Denker sometimes gets setbacks
with people claiming she’s “flaunting”
obesity. She said, “I never said, ‘Well,
don't lose weight.’ I never said, ‘Eat
without stopping,’ or whatever, but I
do say, ‘It's your thing. You just need
to try to love yourself the way you are.’
If you feel the need to lose weight, well
do it, but don't waste your life with just
thinking about losing weight. I didn't
like counting calories and [I went] crazy
and forgot to live. And, I always say,
‘You don't have to like everything and
everyone, but you can treat everyone
with respect.’”
According to Denker, the key to
learning to love one’s imperfections
is by not comparing bodies. “I think
the biggest mistake is that we always
compare each other,” she said. “Because,
you are individual, you are you, and you
are not the other person. One of the girls
who took part in #BodyLove once said,
‘Be the best version of yourself,’ and I
think that's a good saying.”
Helping everyone find happiness
within themselves is her biggest goal. “I
just let everyone be the way he or she
wants to be. So, I just try to help people,
no matter what size, shape, skin color,
age, gender, to accept themselves, or
even love themselves…I just want to
make people happy.”

Photo by Aaron Cornwell.
Denker modeling in lingerie on the streets of New
York City.
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