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American Art Catalogues presents an exhibition of previously unseen photographs by the Sri Lankan photographer Lionel 
Wendt. This marks the first solo presentation of his work in the United States and will be accompanied by a forthcoming 
catalogue with contributions by curator Shanay Jhaveri and artist Tyler Mitchell. This presentation brings together a suite 
of photographs that Dennis Freedman collected twenty-five years ago during a trip to New Delhi, India from Nalin Tomar 
and Mahijit Singh. 

Born in 1900 in Colombo, Lionel Wendt emerged as a pivotal figure in the cultural life of early twentieth-century Ceylon, 
now known as Sri Lanka. A member of the Burgher community, a socially prominent group of mixed Sri Lankan and 
European descents, he was educated at St. Thomas’ College, Mount Lavinia, where he encountered Western intellectual 
traditions alongside the cultural formations of Ceylon’s indigenous history. In the early 1920s, he travelled to England to 
pursue formal musical studies at the Royal Academy of Music. There he developed into an accomplished concert pianist, 
performing a repertoire that ranged from Bach to Bartók and extended to jazz. Immersion in London’s cultural milieu 
brought him into contact with avant-garde currents in music, literature, and the visual arts, cultivating an intellectual 
cosmopolitanism that would later inform his role as mentor and catalyst within Sri Lanka’s artistic circles. Upon his return 
to Ceylon in 1924, he initially concentrated on musical performance, introducing audiences to works previously unheard 
on the island, before gradually turning to photography as his primary medium.
	
Attentive to international developments in photography, Wendt integrated formal and technical innovations into his own 
work. After early experiments with a Rolleiflex camera, he adopted the Leica, whose portability and optical precision 
corresponded to his evolving aesthetic orientation. From approximately 1933 onward, he printed his own photographs, 
conceiving the darkroom not merely as a site of reproduction but as a space of conceptual intervention. His bromide and 
gelatin silver prints are distinguished by nuanced tonal modulation and tactile depth, qualities that confer a pronounced 
sensuality upon both his nudes and landscapes. Influences ranged from the “straight photography” associated with 
Paul Strand and Edward Weston to the experimental procedures of Man Ray. Through reproductions encountered in 
photographic journals, he assimilated and reconfigured techniques such as photograms, photomontage, double exposure, 
and solarization, at times combining multiple processes within a single composition. In the Hands of the Cutter, for 
instance, employs solarization to foreground the material operations of photographic production: the artist’s hands are 
shown cutting negatives, thus inscribing the latent space of the medium into the image itself and aligning the work with 
Surrealist investigations of reflexivity and apparatus.

The scope of Wendt’s oeuvre was extensive, encompassing documentary studies of Ceylon’s landscapes, architectural sites, 
and ritual practices, alongside portraiture. Particularly notable are his male nudes, which register an explicit homoerotic 
charge within a social and legal context marked by repression. By depicting men in traditional loincloths, posed in natural 
environments or directed settings, he articulated an intensely personal vision under the legitimizing rubric of ethnographic 
documentation. These images remain among the most formally and conceptually audacious productions of their time. 
Untitled (Male Figure) stages a complex negotiation of visibility and concealment: a young, bare-chested figure stands 
before a coastal horizon, his gaze averted from the camera. Directed toward an indeterminate elsewhere, the gesture 
intimates an interiority resistant to discursive articulation, suggesting that the dynamics of queer subjectivity may find 
expression less in language than in the structures of looking elsewhere.

In 1934, Wendt contributed narration to Song of Ceylon, directed by Basil Wright. Structured in four movements, the film 
juxtaposes rural religious ritual and agrarian rhythms with the mechanized infrastructures of colonial trade and global 
communication. Its integration of ambient sound, voice-over, and contrapuntal editing constituted a formal innovation 
within the genre. Throughout his life, Wendt maintained a critical stance toward the colonial mentality that shaped artistic 
production in Ceylon during the interwar decades. He consistently advocated sustained engagement with indigenous 
cultural forms and transformed his own residence into a site of interdisciplinary exchange among writers, musicians, 
dancers, and painters.

Lionel Wendt’s death in 1944, at the age of forty-three, curtailed a career of exceptional curiosity. In the years that 
followed, a significant portion of his photographic archive was lost: negatives were destroyed and prints dispersed. 
Consequently, his work receded from public consciousness for several decades, only later to be reassessed as foundational 
to the development of modernist practice in Sri Lanka.

Lionel Wendt



Untitled (Male Figure), ca. 1930–44 
Unique Gelatin silver print
image: 15 × 10 ½ inches (38.1 × 26.4 cm)

Untitled (Male Portrait), ca. 1930–44
Unique Gelatin silver print
image: 22 ¾ × 17 inches (58.1 × 43.2 cm)

In the Hands of the Cutter, ca. 1930–44
Photogram
image: 12 × 15 inches (30.5 × 38.1 cm)

Untitled (Male Figure), ca. 1930–44
Unique Gelatin silver print
image: 17 × 22 ½ inches (43.2 × 57.2 cm)

Untitled (Still Life with Mask and Statue), ca. 1942
Unique Gelatin silver print
image: 9 × 12 inches (22.8 × 30.5 cm)

Untitled, ca. 1930–44
Unique Gelatin silver print
image: 14 ½ × 12 inches (36.8 × 30.5 cm)

Untitled (Male Torso), ca. 1930–44
Unique Gelatin silver print
image: 16 ¼ × 20 inches (40.1 × 50.8 cm)

Bachelor Cruising South, ca. 1934–37
Unique Gelatin silver print
image: 8 × 6 inches (20.3 × 15.2 cm) 

Untitled, ca. 1930–44 
Solarize unique Gelatin silver print
image: 23 × 16 ½ inches (58.4 × 41.9 cm)

Basil Wright
The Song of Ceylon, 1934
Documentary narrated by Lionel Wendt
TRT: 39 minutes


