
 

 

Adventures of the Black Square: Abstract Art and Society 1915–2015 

15 January - 6 April 2015 

Galleries 1, 8 & Victor Petitgas Gallery (Gallery 9) 

 

A major new exhibition tracing a century of Abstract art from 1915 to today is on 

show at the Whitechapel Gallery from 15 January 2015. 

 

It brings together over 100 works by 100 modern masters and contemporary 

artists including Carl Andre, David Batchelor, Dan Flavin, Andrea Fraser, Piet 

Mondrian, Gabriel Orozco, Hélio Oiticica, Aleksandr Rodchenko, Sophie 

Taeuber-Arp, Rosemarie Trockel, Theo Van Doesburg and Andrea Zittel, taking 

over six exhibition spaces across the gallery. 

 

The exhibition takes a fresh look at this new art for a modern age, and asks how 

art relates to society and politics.  

 

Curated by Iwona Blazwick OBE, Director, and Magnus af Petersens, Curator at 

Large, Whitechapel Gallery, Adventures of the Black Square: Abstract Art and 

Society 1915 – 2015, (15 January – 6 April 2015), is international in its scope. As 

well as following the rise of Constructivist art from its revolutionary beginnings 

amongst the avant-garde in Russia and Europe, the exhibition sheds new light 

on the evolution of geometric abstraction from continents across the globe 

including Asia, the US and Latin America. 

 

The exhibition begins with one of Kazimir Malevich’s radical ‘black square’ 

paintings. Alongside Malevich’s Black and White. Suprematist Composition 

(1915), included in the famous exhibition The Last Futurist Exhibition of 

Paintings: 0.10 (1915) in Petrograd, now St Petersburg, prior to the Russian 

Revolution of 1917, these iconic works are the starting point for telling the story 

of Abstract art and its political potential over the next century. 

 

Arranged chronologically, the exhibition is divided into four key themes:  

 ‘Communication’ examines the possibilities of abstraction for 

mobilising radical change. 

 ‘Architectonics’ looks at how abstraction can underpin socially 

transformative spaces.  

 ‘Utopia’ imagines a new, ideal society, which transcends hierarchy and 

class. 

 ‘The Everyday’ follows the way abstract art filters into all aspects of 

visual culture, from corporate logos to textile design.  

 

The exhibition includes paintings, sculptures, film and photographs spanning 

the century from 1915 to the present, brought together from major international 

collections including Archivo Lafuente, Spain; Moderna Museet, Stockholm; 

Museum of Contemporary Art, Barcelona; Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago; 

Greek State Museum of Contemporary Art – Costakis Collection, Thessaloniki; 

National Galleries of Scotland, Edinburgh; Tate, London; and Van Abbemuseum, 

Eindhoven. 

 

Further exhibition highlights include an entire wall filled with photographs 

documenting the radio towers of Moscow and Berlin by Aleksandr Rodchenko 

and László Moholy-Nagy amongst others, blow-up archive photographs of 

iconic exhibitions running through the history of abstraction and a selection of 

 

 



 

 

magazines which convey revolutionary ideas in art and society through 

typography and graphic design. 

 

To coincide with Adventures of the Black Square: Abstract Art and Society 

1915–2015 , abstract art takes over the Whitechapel Gallery with displays, 

commissions and special events including: 

 

David Batchelor: Monochrome Archive, 1997-2015 

 

British artist David Batchelor’s Found Monochromes series is on display in Gallery 

2. Found Monochromes is a collection of photographs taken by Batchelor over a 20 

year period, of single square and rectangular white planes and panels encountered 

on walks through cities from London to São Paulo. While he started looking at how 

abstraction is embedded in the urban fabric, it has grown into a far more personal 

project: a psycho-geographical map of each city he visits. Batchelor says, ‘I often 

feel that abstract art is the art of the city and that the monochrome is its 

exemplary form’. For the first time all 500 images are shown as a multi-screen 

installation, a counterpoint to Malevich’s Black and White. Suprematist 

Composition (1915) painting which is the exhibition’s starting point.  

 

Bart Lodewijks: White Li(n)es 

 

A new site-specific commission by Dutch artist Bart Lodewijks (b. 1972) is on show 

in Galleries 5 & 6. Lodewijks uses urban environments as a canvas for his abstract 

chalk drawings, from residential buildings in quiet suburbs to street surfaces in 

bustling city centres. Stating that his lines are made both of ‘chalk and trust’, 

Lodewijks is interested in drawing as a social practice built on conversations with 

individuals and communities. This exhibition features a series of wall drawings 

made by Lodewijks alongside a selection of printed materials. A new publication 

documents the artist’s working process, including his workshops with groups of 

young people from London and drawings made in the local area over the last year. 

 

Events Programme 

 

A programme of talks and performances expand on the themes of the exhibition, 

from an introduction to geometric abstract art by Whitechapel Gallery director and 

exhibition co-curator Iwona Blazwick (27 Feb, 3pm) to a major two-day symposium 

on abstraction and society bringing together experts in the field including Doug 

Ashford, Tanya Barson and Briony Fer (Fri 13 & Sat 14 Mar, 11.30am–6pm). Other 

highlights include a London re-staging of Daniel Buren’s iconic New York 

performance piece Seven Ballets in Manhattan (1975) (From Fri 30 Jan, 3pm and 

throughout Feb and Mar) and a work by Russian artist Anna Parkina (Sat 12 Mar, 

7pm) merging live music, light and movement in an immersive abstract 

performance. For the full programme, which includes exhibition tours and special 

events for families and young people visit whitechapelgallery.org, 

email tickets@whitechapelgallery.org or call +44 (0)207 533 7888. 

 
Notes for Editors 

 The first examples of Abstract art emerged at the beginning of the 20th 

century. Both a historical idea to come out of the Modernist movement and an 

evolving artistic practice, abstraction was an international phenomenon that 

gathered speed rapidly from late 1911 when a series of artists including 

Wassily Kandinsky, Robert Delaunay and František Kupka broke away from 

tradition and presented works of art with no discernible subject matter, 
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instead using colour, shape and texture to create new images. Other early 

pioneers of Abstract art include Piet Mondrian, Paul Klee and Hans Arp. The 

movement evolved over the 20th century and into the 21st century, affected 

by social movements, historical events and a rapidly changing modern culture 

of connectivity.  

 Key moments in the history of Abstract art include the seminal exhibition The 

Last Futurist Exhibition of Paintings: 0.10 in St. Petersburg in 1915, which saw 

Kazimir Malevich present a series of paintings that depicted blocks of colour 

floating against a white background, the first example of geometrical 

abstraction. In the aftermath of the Revolution of 1917, artists Lyubov Popova 

and Aleksander Rodchenko emerged as central exponents of Russian 

Constructivism, inspired by the pre-Revolutionary work of Malevich and 

Tatlin. While in Europe in the 1920s and 30s, Piet Mondrian and Theo Van 

Doesburg founded De Stijl, an artistic movement which in turn influenced the 

Bauhaus style. While abstraction has generated other more expressionist 

movements, for example post war Abstract expressionism in the 1940s and 

50s, these strands are not examined in this exhibition at the Whitechapel 

Gallery. In Brazil in the late 1950s and 60s Neo-Concretist artists such as 

Lygia Clark and Hélio Oiticica developed a new social and participatory way of 

working. Today, contemporary artists still experiment and challenge ideas of 

representation and reality, influenced by society and the evolving world 

around them. Examples of this can be seen in work by artists such as Sarah 

Morris and Armando Andrade Tudela who demonstrate the influence of 

Abstract art on contemporary design and brands. 

 Adventures of the Black Square: Abstract Art and Society 1915 – 2015,       15 

January – 6 April 2015 is curated by Iwona Blazwick OBE, Director, and 

Magnus af Petersens, Curator at Large, with Sophie McKinlay, Acting Head of 

Exhibitions and Candy Stobbs, Assistant Curator, Whitechapel Gallery. The 

Curatorial Advisory Committee for the exhibition includes: Tanya Barson, 

Curator, Tate; Briony Fer, Professor of Art History, University College London; 

Tom McDonough, Professor in Art History, Binghampton University, New York; 

and Jiang Jiehong, Professor of Chinese Art, Birmingham City University. 

 Adventures of the Black Square: Abstract Art and Society 1915 – 2015 is 

accompanied by a fully-illustrated catalogue with essays by the Curatorial 

Advisory Committee alongside Iwona Blazwick and Magnus af Petersens.  The 

price is £29.99. 

 

Visitor Information 

Opening times: Tuesday – Sunday, 11am – 6pm; Thursdays, 11am – 9pm.   

 

Admission £13.50 (including Gift Aid donation) £11.95 (without Gift Aid). 

Whitechapel Gallery, 77 – 82 Whitechapel High Street, London E1 7QX. Nearest 

London Underground Station: Aldgate East, Liverpool Street, Tower Gateway 

DLR. T + 44 (0) 20 7522 7888, info@whitechapelgallery.org, 

whitechapelgallery.org 

 

Press Information 

For further press information please contact:  

Rachel Mapplebeck on 020 7522 7880 or email 

RachelMapplebeck@whitechapelgallery.org 

Anna Jones on 020 7522 7871 or email AnnaJones@whitechapelgallery.org 

 


