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Ismael Nery and Lewis Hammond’s Transatlantic Phantasmagoria

At Mendes Wood DM’s Casa Iramaia, São Paulo, two artists, separated by a century, are engaged in a 
nocturnal dialogue

BY MATEUS NUNES IN EXHIBITION REVIEWS | 18 JAN 24

At Casa Iramaia in São Paulo – an early modernist house that appears to float on piloti

supports – spirits dance on the threshold of life and death. ‘Evocações’ (Evocations) – an

exhibition presented by Mendes Wood DM at this architecturally significant off-site venue –

features works by the late Brazilian artist Ismael Nery and contemporary British painter Lewis

Hammond. The building’s usually sun-drenched, white interior has been metamorphosed into

a labyrinth of partition walls, painted moss green and deep blue.

Although Hammond was not familiar with Nery’s work before the show – the 

pairing was proposed by exhibition curator Germano Dushá – the two artists find 

common ground in their allegorical portrait paintings that, dense with mystery and 

symbolism, irradiate the broad possibilities of our complex existence. Nery’s Retrato 

de mulher (Portrait of a Woman, 1929), for instance, draws the viewer’s eye to the 

background where, beyond a pulled-aside curtain, a hilly horizon mimics the curves 

of a human torso. A similar formal play can be found in both Hammond’s The Sun 

Also Rises in Hell II (2023) and his uncanny Entrückt (Enthralled, 2023). In the latter, 

Hammond conveys the potency of human fertility through the swollen naked belly of 

a slumped and sombre-looking pregnant subject. In these images, ethereal physicality 

and substantiated spirit coalesce.

Nery and Hammond likewise use similar techniques for depicting light, adding 

drama to their compositions through pronounced chiaroscuro . From these intensely 

illumined environments – whether evoked by candlelight or spotlight – emerges a 

multiplicity of soul- and shape-shifting bodies. Compounding this effect, both artists 

often leave their subjects’ eyes undefined: for Nery, per Denise Mattar’s 2004 

monograph, this phenomenon resembles deification; for Hammond, the effect echoes 

the evanescence of the soul. In the latter’s Juj(u 2023), for instance, a boy with hollow 

eyes appears in a trance state as his spirit ascends leaving behind his body, as open 

and empty as the skull tossed on the ground beside him.

Ismael Nery, Retrato de mulher, 1929, oil on cardboard, 38 × 46 cm. Courtesy: the artist and Mendes Wood DM



Hammond’s depiction of his subject as a mere vestige of corporeal existence acts as a 

counterpoint to the unyielding materiality of Nery’s Autorretrato (Self-Portrait, 1924), in 

which the artist’s face is illuminated to resemble a quarter moon, bisected by a mountain 

range formed from his own facial bones. Despite Nery having studied in Rio de Janeiro 

and travelled abroad to Paris, his work always retained the dense warmth and equatorial 

metaphysics of his birthplace: Belém, gateway to the Amazon rainforest. In Retrato de 

mulher com olhos verdes (Portrait of a Woman with Green Eyes, 1924), for instance, the 

subject – a figure combining features of the artist and his wife – calls to mind the 

Indigenous mythical beings from this region.

Ismael Nery, Autorretrato, c.193 , watercolour on paper, 18 × 11 cm. 
Courtesy: the artist and Mendes Wood DM

Tragically, Nery contracted tuberculosis at the age of 30, fulfilling a prediction he had made 

multiple times: that he would die at the age of 33, just as had both his father before him and 

– according to Biblical tradition – Jesus Christ. Nery specified on his deathbed that he 

wished to be buried in the habit of a lay brother of the Third Order Regular of Saint Francis

of Penitence, a realization of his longing for mystic and bohemian delights. Standing before

Hammond’s Absence of Change (St. Sebastian) (2023) at Casa Iramaia, it’s hard not to relate

the image of the two catholic saints – symbols of contrition and martyrdom – and imagine

Nery’s own sorrowful internment and the hopeful realization of his longing for

transcendence.

Main image: Lewis Hammond, Study For Never & Always (das Meer), 2023, oil on linen, 130 
× 180 cm. Courtesy: the artist and Mendes Wood DM

Lewis Hammond, Juju , 2 23, oil on linen, 18  × 13  cm. Courtesy: 
the artist and Mendes Wood DM



Lewis Hammond Interviewed by Olivia Parkes

Painting dark portraits.

Lewis Hammond, the pull of this world, 2022, oil on 
wood panel, 19.75 $ 15.75 inches. Photo by Gunter 
Lepowski. Courtesy of the artist and Arcadia Missa.

Lewis Hammond’s paintings are dark, intimate, and disquieting. His 
figures are poised between individual and archetype and conjure 
states of stasis, longing, or despair. The work captures the unease of 
our present moment while plumbing a line through myth and the long 
history of the image in a way that makes all this trouble seem timeless. 
The circumstances matter, but the body persists in dire conditions as 
its gestures of connection and disconnection, desire and aversion, go 
on. Lewis is looking hard at what’s closest to him, but the story he 
shows us is old. The world harms, and still we hold each other.

—Olivia Parkes

Olivia Parkes 
The light sources in your paintings are often ambiguous. In some 
cases, the figures themselves seem like a light source or appear to be 
lit from within. It can feel like the figures have been pulled out of 
darkness or are being submerged in it. Where does that quality come 
from?

Lewis Hammond 
I often have to catch myself that I’m not burying the pictures too 
much. I’m invested in atmosphere building, and I often want for things 
to be at the very edge of legibility. I’m interested in what that can 
mean for a picture and what having visibility can mean for some of the 
subject matter that I’m working with. I’m interested in capturing the 
emotional spectrum my figures are facing as well as developing a 
visual language that deals with the realities of a hyper-capitalized, 
hyper-racialized world.

From a technical standpoint, it comes out of the work I was doing as 
an undergraduate. I was making large photo-collages using analog 
photographs I’d taken myself along with a photocopier and using 
paint to cover the image. There were lots of layers of di%erent mixed 
media and varnish, and some of the image would be partially 
obscured, some of it really clear. You would still see the image, but 
you would see it emerging from darkness. The limitations of that 
process led me to start painting in a more traditional way and 
exploring the possibilities of oil on canvas.



 OP 
You often refer to images of friends and family, but the figures don’t 
read like portraits. Some of them seem to be smoldering or turning to 
flame. Others have a ghostlike quality or blank eyes. How are you 
thinking about the figure and transformation?


LH 
If I take photos of friends or family that I might use in a painting, I have 
to prefix that with, “You know, this isn’t about you.” Painting them is a 
process of transformation. Often the bodies become more satyr-like or 
“less human.” What you were saying about light is something I want to 
play with. In some of the newer works, I want to build the image up in 
different glaze layers instead, and for there to be a different kind of 
slippage between the physicality of the objects and the architecture of 
the room and the body. To really emphasize that ghostlike quality and 
temporal instability. 

OP 
Along with this feeling of being submerged, the figures are often 
contained in tight spaces, either by the framing or the architectures 
you build. Where are they? What can you tell me about this world?


LH 
Well, somehow, I feel like they’re in our world, even though there’s this 
kind of fantastical, or sci-fi, or mythological staging. The conventions 
of those worlds are a way to grasp the real, like how sci-fi will use the 
story of aliens landing to have a conversation about xenophobia. The 
paintings go into these odd, uncomfortable settings or darker 
imagined spaces in order to cast light on the individuals that are 
portrayed. Not the individuals as I know them, but broader 
archetypes. They become stand-ins for people often marginalized 
within society.

For example, a new painting I’ve done of my sister and nephew might 
appear quite classical, as a mother and child. The image has a line 
throughout history, which I’m interested in bringing into the work, as 
well as asking what it means to have children now, given the state of 
the world. I see it as quite hopeful. If you’re bringing children into the 
world, you believe in the future. Lewis Hammond, early attrition, 2023, oil on canvas, 71 × 47.25 inches. Photo 

by Joerg Lohse. Courtesy of the artist and 47 Canal.




 And that’s interesting, given the systemic failure and economic 
breakdowns that our generation has lived and continues to live 
through. Austerity politics and the growing island mentality of 
England.


OP 
That island mentality occurs on the national level in discussions about 
borders and immigration, but also at the individual level. You see it 
everywhere in London: private wealth, public poverty. People have 
gotten poorer, but some people have gotten much, much richer.


LH 
It’s very sharp, isn’t it? You can be in one of the most poverty-stricken 
parts of England and then twenty-five minutes later in Mayfair, and 
you can walk into a shop that will sell you a yacht. And that to me is 
absolutely absurd. I think the figures in my paintings feel somewhat 
blitzed by the world with an endless torrent of “Fuck! We’re in the end 
times,” but the following year, things get worse. You can see this 
in moth eaten silk (2022).


OP 
The relationship between figure and ground is very unstable in that 
painting. But this instability occurs across the work in other ways. 
There’s often a tension between intimacy and alienation; there are also 
hints of eroticism as well as violence. Some of that comes through the 
imagery—we get knives, and we get flowers—and through the 
composition, the attention to scale, or the relation of the image to the 
frame. Is painting a formal means to organize these tensions or 
emotions?


LH 
How do you paint a feeling? That’s a question I often return to. How 
do you paint this state of mind or experience that doesn’t fully 
translate into verbal language? Certain images or compositions go 
straight to the gut. In Returnal (2022), the chest is kind of concave; it 
looks like it’s been dipped in, and it’s held against a stark, black 
background. I think people really responded to that painting. You can 
see the fragility of the body. There’s some sense of mortality perhaps.


Lewis Hammond, Returnal, 2022, oil on canvas, 31.75 × 23.5 inches. 
Photo by Gunter Lepowski. Courtesy of the artist and Arcadia Missa.




OP 
It’s intensely vulnerable. But in some ways it also feels protected by 
being held by the frame.


LH 
Maybe that’s because some of my source images were medical 
photos. I’m interested in how it becomes like a piece of classic 
figuration; in its total objectification, it could look like a Christ’s body 
or maybe a Saint Sebastian. There’s a kind of unconscious link to 
various paintings and art history that I’m bringing back into the 
conversation, but there remains a trace of the source imagery as well.


OP 
But it’s very tender. And a medical photograph is not tender; it’s 
clinical.


LH 
Yes, the medical gaze is clinical. The body appears like an object. The 
image tries to document, in the most neutral way possible, what we’re 
seeing, whereas painting pushes the image into a different state. And 
maybe that’s my belief in the painting process—that by working with 
that image I can push it into a different space.


OP 
Yeah, a painting is a lived image. It’s like the solidified form of a 
process of seeing, and that makes it available to a different kind of 
looking.


LH 
Yeah. And paintings can be quite confrontational, can’t they? Or they 
can ignore you.


OP 
Totally. And many of your figures seem almost eyeless or unseeing. 
They do ignore us.


LH 
Even though they’re eyeless, I wouldn’t say that they’re devoid of soul. 
Or that they’re hollow.


OP 
No, but they’re in a suspended state.


LH 
Painting is a suspension of time. And it’s able to meditate on our 
relationship to it. Hopefully, the paintings will outlive us. I’d like to 
make paintings that can speak beyond the immediate circumstances 
they find themselves in or that I find myself in. I’m trying to get to 
something that could be, maybe not timeless, but that has different 
levels of accessibility.


Lewis Hammond, false flag, 2023, oil on linen, 11.75 × 10 
inches. Photo by Joerg Lohse. Courtesy of the artist and 47 
Canal.




OP 
You look at a lot of paintings from the past. Has that always been the 
case?


LH 
I think that when I began painting with a brush, then I really started 
looking at the history of painting. I still find it a fascinating proposition 
to go into the studio and play with stuff from earth mixed with oil on a 
2D plane to try to describe the body and all of its liquidity, flesh, or 
solidity. To try to move through that with pigment.


OP 
Yeah. The conditions of painting are in some ways quite unchanged. 
It’s an old technology.


LH 
I think Cecily Brown said that when you’ve got four sides and a flat 
plane, whatever you make has infinite, infinite, infinite possibilities.


OP 
I have the same feeling. And sometimes when people ask, Why are 
you doing this? I’ll say, I love rectangles. You draw a line in the middle, 
and you have the world. It’s inexhaustible.


LH 
But sometimes it’s fun to start with a completely abstract space and 
build forward from that place. Because all the rules and systems that 
we have in place in the studio to make whatever we make have 
developed as habit. I like to trip that process up. Recently, I painted a 
portrait of my mother which is also a portrait of my grandmother that 
combines the memory of my grandmother and source imagery of my 
mom. There’s this intergenerational link. It’s almost like a devotional 
painting.


OP 
That fusing of faces seems like another way to instill a timeless quality. 
That’s part of what I meant when I said that they don’t quite feel like 
portraits.


LH 
It’s funny because I’ve made paintings that are directly taken from 
myself. And when they’ve gone into shows people say, This doesn’t 
look like you at all. I think that maybe on a subconscious level they all 
operate as self-portraits, or I’m just painting my own state of mind in 
different bodies, different bodies in different circumstances. Again, 
and again, and again. Because I’m trying to make sense of it all. Of 
what is here.

 
Lewis Hammond: Bludgeoned Sky is on view at 47 Canal in New York 
City until March 25.


Olivia Parkes is a painter and writer based in Berlin. 
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A r e w e r eal l y  l iv ing in an A ge of  D ar k ness,  as L ew is 
H am m ondí s ap oc al y p tic al l y  c h ar ged p aintings suggest?  
Th e w ider  w or l d r em ains l oc k ed out in h is w or k s;   
th e c osm os dep ic ted is r educ ed to nar r ow ,  saf e r etr eats 
w h er e bodies sur r ender  to one anoth er  and indul ge  
in tender ,  som etim es am biv al entl y  v iol ent intim ac y .

L ook ing at H am m ondí s Kyur ( 20 20 ) ,  w h ic h  sh ow s an in­
ter tw ined c oup l e on a c ouc h ,  dr eam ing beneath  a dr a­
m atic al l y  side­ l it f etish  obj ec t on th e w al l  abov e,  I í m  r e­
m inded of  B ar r y  S c h w absk y í s 20 0 8 essay  on P eter  D oig.   
I t ask ed w h y  D oig is p er c eiv ed as a B r itish  p ainter  w h en 
h is p ainting is so p r of oundl y  ì un­ B r itish . î 1  O f  c our se 
S c h w absk y  doesní t v iew  ar tists p r im ar il y  as r ep r esenta­
tiv es ( or  not)  of  som e m y th ic al l y  uni!ed national  c h ar ­  
ac ter ;  r ath er ,  h is q uestion ex p r essed h is astonish m ent at 
th e al ien,  outl andish  q ual ity  of  D oigí s p ainted sp ac es  
giv en th e c ul tur al  c ontex t of  th eir  m ak ing.  I n f r ont of  Kyur
I  f el t a sim il ar  am azem ent about H am m ond ( al so B r itish ) ,  
w h ose p ic tur es op en up  sp ac es th at ar e al ter natel y  som ber  
and dr am atic ,  c ontaining !gur es w h ose sk in seem s  
al m ost to "uor esc eó p ic tur es th at ar e not nec essar il y  f or ­
eign p er  se,  but f ar  r em ov ed f r om  al l  th at is c om m onl y  
assoc iated w ith  B r itainí s p ic tor ial  c ul tur e.  
Safe Haus ( 20 1 9 )  ex er ts th e sam e e#ec t.  A gain w e see tw o 
l ov er s in bed.  Th eir  br onze sk in sh im m er s in an oth er ­
w ise dar k ,  bar e r oom  th at enc l oses th e c oup l e in a str angel y  
th r eatening w ay ,  r ec al l ing G ior gio de C h ir ic o.  A l m ost 
th e entir e c anv as is oc c up ied by  a w indow  w h ose bar s ar e 
th or ny  br anc h es.  Th or ns,  w e r eal ize,  p r otec t against a 
h ostil e outside,  but al so h igh l igh t th e v ul ner abil ity  of  th e 
em br ac ing bodies inside.  B ut w h at m ak es th is h eav il y  
sy m bol ic  bl end of  f ear ,  f r agil ity ,  and w ith dr aw al  esp ec ial l y  
p ec ul iar  is th e bar oq ue ex ec ution ‡  la maniË re espagnole.   
A s in an ear l y  sev enteenth ­ c entur y  p ainting by  J usep e de 
R iber a,  al l  of  w h at w e c an see ap p ear s to h av e been 
w r ested w ith  gr eat e#or t f r om  a p r of oundl y  h ostil e dar k ­
ness.  Th is im p r ession is str onger  stil l  in Study for a Thresh­
old / Longing and Impermanence ( 20 1 9 ) ,  w h ose v ar nish ed sur ­
f ac e,  dar k  and ap p ar entl y  im p enetr abl e,  again c onj ur es 
an O l d Master .
W h y  on ear th  w oul d a y oung B r itish  p er son w ith  A f r o­
C ar ibbean r oots p aint in th e sty l e of  a S p anish  ar tist l ik e 
R iber a?  To m y  m ind,  th e m ost p r obabl e ex p l anation is 
th at H am m ond c h ooses a sty l e th at c r eates th e gr eatest 
p ossibl e di#er enc e.  I ndir ec tl y ,  h e al l udes to h is bl ac k  
h er itage and th e ex c l usion and v iol enc e th at sadl y  stil l  go 
togeth er  w ith  bl ac k  sk in ( standing h er e f or  al l  f or m s  
of  non­ w h iteness) .  Th e r ef er enc e to a p r e­ E nl igh tenm ent 
v isual  p r ogr am  m ir r or s our  soc iety í s bl atant l ac k  of   
ì enl igh tenm entî  in its tr eatm ent of  c er tain p eop l e.  Y et w ith  
a tw ist th at str ik es m e as som eh ow  v er y  C ath ol ic ,  H am ­
m ond c r osses th is tr aum atic  f ear  of  p h y sic al  h ar m  w ith  a 
c el ebr ation of  th e body ó as in Safe Haus,  w h er e th e bod­
ies ar e th e sol e sour c e of  l igh t in th e p r of ound dar k ness.  
Th e m anner  in w h ic h  h e does so l eav es no doubt th at 
th is l igh t c om es f r om  th e !r e of  p assion.  H am m ond al so 
r etur ns again and again to saty r s as subj ec ts;  th ese q ueer ,  
f or ev er  h or ny  c r eatur es ap p ear  as a l usty  seduc er  of  a w h ite 
w om an in th e sm al l ­ f or m at p ainting What is this desire? 
( 20 1 8) ,  el sew h er e as a c r y ing ( or  l augh ing? )  A f r o­ saty r  in 
That time, when things were okay ( 20 1 9 ) ,  w h ic h  sup er im p oses 
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Mor itz S c h ep er

tw o k inds of  oth er ing,  r ep r esenting both  f ear  of  th e f or ­
eign and ex otic  desir e sim ul taneousl y .
O ne m igh t say  th at H am m ondí s p ainting desc r ibes th e 
p oint w h er e th e f or tr ess of  th e body  is stor m edó be it 
w ith  h ostil e intent,  as an ac t of  p assion,  or  any w h er e in 
betw een.  E v er y  gr adation,  f r om  h or r or  to p l easur e and 
bac k  again,  m anif ests in h is c onstantl y  am biguous w or k .  
Der R¸ cken ( Th e B ac k ,  20 1 9 ) ,  f or  ex am p l e,  o#er s a h azy  
r ender ing of  a bar e bac k  being m assaged by  tw o h ands.  
Y et th e h ands ar e p ainted suc h  th at th e "esh  of  th e 
th um b m er ges w ith  th at of  th e bac k .  I s th is a tender ,  c ar ing 
gestur e,  or  m or e a h ostil e inc ur sion into an unp r otec ted 
body ?  Th e p ic tur es m ur m ur  m or e th an th ey  sp eak ,  as if  
som e th r eat is l ur k ing in th e bac k gr oundó as in R iber aí s 
bl ac k  sp ac es.  
R ec entl y ,  h ow ev er ,  H am m ondí s bar oq ue tenebrismo h as 
been sl iding into a br ow ner  v isual  idiom  w h ose ear th y  
tones and so$ c ur v es nod to L atin A m er ic an m oder nism .  
A t l east th at is w h at I  p er c eiv e in Sorro ( 20 20 ) ,  p er h ap s 
h is m ost str ik ing w or k  to date.  I t sh ow s at l east f our  h ands 
of  subtl y  di#er ent sk in c ol or s,  and a bl ue m etal l ic  f ac e 
p ossibl y  being p ush ed into or  p ul l ed out of  a br ow n body .  
I n any  c ase,  th is ac t gener ates "am es th at sim ul ta­
neousl y  r esem bl e f al l ing autum n l eav es.  O nc e again,  it r e­
m ains unc l ear  w h eth er  th e p h y sic al  or deal  w e ar e w it­  
nessing is bor n of  aggr ession or  of  k indness.  B ut th e bl ue 
f ac e and th e gentl y  gr aded c ol or s of  th e h ands suggest 
th at th e c onstr uc tion of  identity  v ia sk in c ol or  and th e body  
is th e subj ec tó and th at f or  th e p ainter ,  th is is th e !el d  
of  th e gr eatest f r ic tion and th e h ar dest str uggl es.  Sorro ex ­
udes a p ec ul iar  p ath os th at seem s to m e so at odds w ith  
th e c ool ed­ dow n,  subtl y  c oded w ay  ar t is p r edom inantl y  
m ade today  in L ondon or  B er l in,  w h er e H am m ond now  
w or k s.  A nd th er e it is again:  di#er enc e.

1   B ar r y  S c h w absk y ,  ì G l im p ses B ey ond th e E dge:  P eter  D oig, î   
Art in America,  May  20 0 8,  1 68.

85 L ew is H am m ond,  That time, when things were okay ( detail ) ,  20 1 9 .   
C our tesy :  th e ar tist and A r c adia Missa,  L ondon.  P h oto:  Tim  B ow ditc h
86 L ew is H am m ond,  Kyur,  20 20 .   
C our tesy :  th e ar tist and L ul u,  Mex ic o C ity .  P h oto:  R am ir o C h av es

87 L ew is H am m ond,  Sorro ( detail ) ,  20 20 .   
C our tesy :  th e ar tist and L ul u,  Mex ic o C ity .  P h oto:  R am ir o C h av esL .  H am m ond,  M.  S c h ep er Tidbits 85Mousse Magazine 72 84
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