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Andrew Sendor in his 
Brooklyn studio 
with two paintings in  
progress that will  
be shown at Sperone 
Westwater. From  
left, From the Docu-
mentary “Interview 
Sessions with Feno-
meno: On Ecstasy, 
Catastrophe and 
Self-Actualization,” 
2014; and Installation 
view: Boris Flumzy, 
“Lemornischka,  
Mrs. Flumzy’s  
Resurrected Spirit  
& The Mystery Inside 
Zilpah Gershowitz’s 
Womb,” 2014, mixed 
media, dimensions 
variable, 2014–15. 

inthestudio

in the run-up to his second solo show with Sperone Westwater in new 
York—now on view through April 11—Andrew Sendor has been pulling 
16-hour days. Luckily, his studio is just one flight of stairs below his home, 
another unit in the same Brooklyn apartment building where he lives with 
his wife, rebeca, and their two toddlers. it’s an advantageous arrangement 
when parenting two young children, but it can lead to muddled moments as 
he toggles between the Spanish that he speaks upstairs and the rich visual 
vocabulary he builds in his paintings. Sendor’s wife is part Cuban, part 
Spanish, and although they spent a year in Madrid in 2009–10, he admits 
with a sheepish grin, “i’m by no means fluent; i get confused by tenses.” 

it’s an offhand yet apt remark for the 37-year-old artist, who is estab-
lishing a name for himself with paintings and drawings that mingle past, 
present, and future while touching on themes ranging from the occult to 
nostalgia to dream states and time travel. Working on a intimate scale in a 
palette of blacks and grays rich in chiaroscuro, Sendor produces works 
that are humorous, lyrical, and even stranger than they may first appear. 

Which can be pretty strange. in the studio one gray day in December, the 
spunky, mile-a-minute talker steers me over to a new painting, finished  
just in time to be shown at Art Basel Miami Beach; it depicts a man in a short 
tunic and laborer’s apron, Mexican straw hat, and fanny pack, standing 
before a waterfall, enraptured by the sound of the violin he is playing. the 
soft gray tones on the satin-finished panel lend it an elegiac air that is compli-
cated by the man’s historically dissonant accessories and the eventual obser-
vation that his right foot is evanescing. “it’s from this fictitious documentary 
about a guy called Fenomeno who is wandering around the Geir angerfjord 
in norway, playing tchaikovsky’s Violin Concerto in D Major, op. 35” 
Sendor explains. “And when he gets to the apex of the piece, he just faints and 
drops to the ground; he’s so overwhelmed with emotion that he can’t  
even stay standing. this piece shows that moment just before the climax.” 

A pantsless gadabout on the loose in the norwegian fjords isn’t typical 
fare, so the picture intrigues even if one lacks full knowledge of the character 
or narrative behind it. And if the backstory is elaborate, it’s also not fully 
evident or spelled out for viewers, leaving them to sift through and compare 
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the jumbled referents, which resurface in other pictures. “i 
don’t like to use the word fiction,” Sendor says. “i’ve always 
been working within different levels of reality, which is kind of 
how i live. Sometimes i don’t really remember if i experienced 
something in waking hours or in a dream, and both are import-
ant and valid in my view.” After invoking the words of rené 
Magritte— “people who look for symbolic meanings fail to 
grasp the inherent poetry and mystery of the image. no doubt 
they sense this mystery, but they wish to get rid of it. 
they are afraid.” —Sendor continues, “But if you 
approach a painting as if there isn’t a puzzle to be 
solved, then other things will happen.”

Describing her first encounter with Sendor’s 
work, which was shown to her by a friend, his dealer 
Angela Westwater recalls, “We were mesmer-
ized—dazzled, even. his sense of draftsmanship is 
amazing. then you see this whole universe of poten-
tial meanings and identifications that are totally 
confounding. there are several ways of analyzing it 
and understanding it,” she says. “We found it really 
unusual, frankly, these days.”

Sendor’s biography is rather tame compared 
with the worlds he presents in his paintings. After 
getting his BFA from pratt in 2000, he spent time 
traveling and settled for a year in Byron Bay, 
Australia, at the time an idyllic locale that Sendor 
describes as full of “throwback hippies” who 

would “sit and do your natal chart by hand,” eventually over-
coming his skepticism of astrology. he returned to his native 
new York and picked up various gigs creating window displays 
at Saks Fifth Avenue and FAO Schwarz, as well as assisting in 
Jeff Koons’s studio for a couple of tours. “eventually,” he says, 
“i was like, i don’t want to make his paintings, i want to make 
mine.” At the time, Sendor was doing “basic figure-in-land-
scape works,” occasionally on plexiglas, that drew on 
hands-on cadaver dissections he participated in at Columbia 
university. he started being scouted for group shows around 
2004, when there was a groundswell of interest in figurative 
painting by the likes of hernan Bas and Dana Schutz. But he 
didn’t always feel a kinship with those artists, per se. “i think 
i’m always out of step, always have been,” says Sendor.

that hasn’t prevented him from finding commercial 
success, showing with galleries such as richard heller in Santa 
Monica, and Caren Golden and Stefan Stux in new York, as 
well as institutions such as the Kemper Museum of Contempo-
rary Art in Kansas City, Missouri, and the Funen Art Museum 
in odense, Denmark. in 2012 he was picked up by Sperone 
Westwater, where he is one of just two artists under 40. Collec-
tors including Melva Bucksbaum and raymond Learsy, 
Mickey Cartin, Beth rudin DeWoody, Joel and Sherry Mallin, 
the rubells, and the Zabludowiczes have all acquired pieces. 

Sendor’s distinctive style could be described as photoreal-
istic in the most literal sense. in painstaking graphite draw-
ings and oil paintings, his seamlessly modeled figures 
surrounded by arcane objects in dusky environments are 
imbued with the antediluvian quality of vintage, sepia-toned 
portrait photography. Sometimes these figures seem remote; 
other times, their gaze engages the viewer directly. “i was 
working with these antique photos from the 1880s up to the 
1910s and ’20s, this moment when photography was starting 
to become more widespread in society,” Sendor explains. the 
attraction of this source material, which he buys at flea 
markets and antiquarian bookshops and through dealers, 
was partly emotional—all these “orphaned memories,” as he 
calls them—and partly intellectual; he embraced the chal-
lenge of producing paintings that grapple with a moment in 
history when the possibilities of representation were shifting. 
“As the science advanced, the act of painting all of a sudden 
really had to address its competition,” Sendor explains. 

From top: An oil 
painting, From the 
documentary “The 

Tchaikovsky Effect on 
Fenomeno at the 

Geirangerfjorden, 
Norway,” and the 

graphite on paper One 
replica of a still from 

the documentary, 
“Interview Sessions 
with Seda Mercedes:  

On Reason, Perceptual 
Phenomena & 

Zilpah Gershowitz,”  
both 2014. b
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the conditions of image consumption today, where copies of 
copies, altered versions, the past and the future coexist. 

he tackled those issues explicitly in his first show at Sperone 
Westwater in March 2013, “messages.calendar.camera.jpg.” 
the works in that exhibition, completed largely in 2011 and 
2012, demonstrated an evolving and layered sense of the func-
tion of a painting in the digital age. pieces like Site specific 
installation with “Pixelated Portrait of Hugo L. Hugo,” Artist 
Unknown, 2031, oil on canvas, 38 x 22 inches, 2011, showing 
a canvas propped up against a tree in the grass, feature passages 
of low-resolution, blown-up digital images of existing—or 
possible—paintings. Sendor says, “the titles are structured in a 
way that it seems the exhibition has already happened—which 
would theoretically place the viewer in the future, rendering the 
present a distant past. So there’s this time warp and temporal 
shifts both in the titles and in the subject matter. i was thinking 
about the monumental transition from the analog to the digital, 
and that’s how the pixelated sections came about.” 

it’s tempting to dismiss these incongruous enjambments as  
a shallow game taken from a tired postmodernist playbook, 
but the inclusion of “digital” pixels shows Sendor’s challenge to 
and confidence in the role of painting going forward. “the 
camera’s eye versus the human eye—i do think it’s very central 
to him,” says Westwater. his co-opting of digital imagery into a 
painting is “something that looks forward formally and techni-
cally. i’ve never seen anything like what he does in this regard.”

evidence of the exacting labor involved in these gray grids  
is scattered across Sendor’s studio table, its wood surface 
scrawled with notes and quotes that have been accumulating 
since his pratt days. A dozen aluminum tubes awaiting their  
fill of custom-mixed grays—which usually require seven  
or eight separate shades to achieve a temperature that is not too 
warm, not too cool—compete for space with hundreds of 
brushes in jars and cans. Clustered on the table’s edge are curls 
of blue painter’s tape with their manufactured edges recut  
by hand to meet Sendor’s more precise standards. “i  go 
through a lot of tape,” Sendor notes. pinned to the wall of the 
studio is an intricate chart of 1,435 coded numbers keyed  
to the individual pixels in a new painting, Installation view: 
Boris Flumzy, “Lemornischka, Mrs. Flumzy’s Resurrected 
Spirit & The Mystery Inside Zilpah Gershowitz’s Womb,” 
2014, mixed media, dimensions variable, 2014–15, which 
shows a pixelated frame propped up in what looks like a shiny 
puddle, surrounded by chunks of what appear to be petrified  
wood. Flumzy, a dendrochronologist/psychic, runs an invite-
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At right, a still from 
Sendor’s first film 
Fenomeno, 2014, with 
the artist at center 
playing the character 
of Flumzy; below, 
Installation view: Anti-
septic Beauty and 
Fame, Unknown artist, 
2031, cell cast acrylic, 
dimensions variable, 
Acceptance, Marcela 
Marcela, 2029, C-print, 
160 x 620cm, 2010.

it’s a situation that finds a parallel in our digital age. “once 
upon a time, a photograph was accepted as a true statement, 
an objective moment in reality,” Sendor says. “now anyone 
with basic photoshop skills can alter the presence of a photo; 
it’s no longer wholly objective. So the relationship between 
photography and painting is changing once again.” he 
continues, “the way in which we’re interacting with images is 
this fleeting experience. how long do you look at an image, 
whether it’s on Facebook or instagram or someone texts you a 
picture of them in front of the eiffel tower or of their three-
year-old kid? And you’re seeing it on a device, so light is 
streaming through it, so technically it’s actually in motion…. 
All of this is coloring our aesthetic experience at large.”

perhaps this is why the theme of multiplicity is so preva-
lent in Sendor’s work, as seen in Six replicas of stills from 
the documentary “Interview Sessions with Francis Gray: 
On Appraising Rare Objects,” 2014, a recently completed 
graphite drawing that features just two of the titular stills. 
in fact, every portrait, as faithful to the source imagery  
as it is, contains an undermining element of some kind: an 
impossible geometry in the architecture; a person depicted 
as a photograph in a frame; a repetition that does not 
wholly conform to the original, which is seen cut off on  
the side of the picture. With these, Sendor slyly exploits  
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starlet Francis Gray, Fenomeno, Fenomeno’s alter ego, 
named tV, and Flumzy, who, by the way, happens to 
have a beard on only one side of his face, an aesthetic 
choice that Sendor says is simply a fact of the character. 
unable to convince any of his players to sport that  
look for the duration of filming, Sendor shouldered the 
responsibility himself, growing out a beard for two 
months and then shaving one side clean off. “i thought 
it was just going to be a couple of days,” he says, “but i 
ended up walking around with this half-beard on my 
face for eight weeks. i’m glad it worked out that way, 
though, because i learned a lot about the character and 
what he went through.” With Flumzy, he says, “i also 
found it was meaningful for me to be in character while 
i was making a painting that depicted his likeness.”

After his recent experience acting and directing 
others, Sendor, who has always been a fan of 
German director Werner herzog, wanted to revisit 
Heart of Glass, from 1976, which was filmed with 
most of the actors under hypnosis. “their perfor-
mances are really bizarre and trancelike and eerie. 
it’s one of many unorthodox techniques that herzog 
will employ with his movies, and that’s an inspira-
tion. he’s utterly fearless,” says Sendor. “it’s  
so important in the creative process not to fall into 
formulaic traps.” 

indeed, one of the few constants in the artist’s 
evolving oeuvre is a sense of wonder at the workings of 

the mind and memory. “When i get near the end of a paint-
ing,” says Sendor, “sometimes i step back and think, wow. 
two months ago, this didn’t exist. And now here it is.”  

Two older works  
that demonstrate 
Sendor’s interest  
in modes of display 
and consumption  
of art: above, 
Installation view 
from left: Donovan 
Mustafalamuncha, 
Artist Unknown, 
2019, human being 
and mixed media, 
Portrait of Donovan 
Mustafalamuncha, 
Diego Diegez,  
1877, oil on canvas, 
2009; and at right, 
Installation view: 
(left) Performance 
with The Grand 
Master Cryptologist, 
(right) Onora Afua, 
Un-thinkable,  
2033, single channel  
video projection, 
duration 52:55, 
2012. Both are 
in oil on linen 
mounted to panel.

only shop for precious objects (“which he refuses to call a 
gallery,” Sendor says) in a disused Laundromat; like Fenom-
eno, he is a whole-cloth invention by Sendor. With this piece, 
as he describes it, “i am a painter making a painting of an 
installation view of a work that Boris Flumzy created.” the 
pixelated passage of the painting, containing 1,435 pixels  
in 180 shades of gray, took about 340 hours to complete.

Sendor says he finds himself toggling back and forth be- 
tween two modes in the studio, one of meditative detachment 
(set to ambient electronica) and one of intense channeling  
(set to Antony and the Johnsons). “one of the main shifts from 
my work from even two or three years ago,” he says, is that in 
those works, “the figures stemmed from a combination of 
antique source photos and my imagination; it was more about 
presenting a certain type in the general sense, or trying to dial 
into the emotional or psychological state of that particular 
person at that particular time. Whereas now that i’m working 
with these specific characters that have their own specific 
histories and issues, there’s so much more that can happen.”

Sendor speaks of his exquisitely eccentric characters, who 
tend to carry pynchonesque names, as if they were actual 
beings who exist independent of his own mind. When he’s 
starting a new project, he says, “they appear and introduce 
themselves to me and i get to know them. it’s like meeting 
people.” recently, Sendor has hired and coached performance 
artists to play these characters, thereby creating a new kind of 
source material, to be manipulated and integrated as he 
conceives the compositions.

Last fall Sendor challenged himself with a new project, his 
first film, Fenomeno, 2014, which will also be included in the 
Sperone Westwater show. Shot outside Buffalo, the film 
features many of the characters he has been painting—aging 


