
 

 

 
 

 
PRESS RELEASE 
 
ROMAN ONDAK: THE SOURCE OF ART IS IN THE LIFE OF A PEOPLE  
THU 29 SEP 2016 – FRI 6 JAN 2017, MAIN GALLERY, FREE 
OPENING PREVIEW: 29 SEP, 6.30-8.30PM 
 
For his first solo show in London for more than a decade, internationally acclaimed artist 
Roman Ondak presents an exhibition lasting one hundred days that brings together a new 
body of work exploring ideas around the passage of time and the intertwining of present and 
past. Symbolising a period of one hundred years, on each day of the show a pre-sawn disk is 
separated from the trunk of an oak tree to reveal the delineation in ink of one of its age-
defining rings and a key historical event which occurred in that year which has been stamped 
onto the wood in ink. The artist’s inevitably subjective selection of events to highlight exposes 
the impossibility of an objective, unbiased history, as well as the impact of the teaching on 
our understanding and interpretation of the past.  
 
Gradually evolving over the course of the show as the oak tree is incrementally transferred 
from floor to wall, this central sculpture creates a notional calendar, setting the tone for other 
works in which the historic collides with the contemporary.High up on the gallery walls, 
illustrations from pages of Teaching the Language, a 1960s children’s text book issuing 
instructions on social codes of behaviour which Ondak found in a second-hand bookshop, are 
reproduced on a huge scale. They create a backdrop for scores of 12-18 year old adolescents 
living locally to the South London Gallery to daub them with comments and drawings, given 
free reign to express whatever they choose to in the public arena of the gallery space.  
Another work is comprised of four salvaged blackboards from Ondak’s native Slovakia, 
injecting a hint of autobiographical content into the show, but primarily embodying the 
passing down of knowledge from one generation to the next. Inserted into each of the boards 
is the bowl of a ladle, positioned in sequence to symbolise four phases of the moon in a 
further reference to the passage of time.   
 
The exhibition title, The Source of Art is in the Life of a People, is taken from the inscription on 
the South London Gallery’s original nineteenth century marquetry floor designed by Walter 
Crane. Usually hidden from public view, Ondak has uncovered the floor to reveal it to the 
public for the first time in many years, harnessing the coincidence of past and present which 
characterises all the works within it. 
 
Roman Ondak lives and works in Bratislava and is a leading conceptual artist whose work 
explores patterns of behaviour and alternative social and political possibilities, often born of 
observations of post-communist society in his native Slovakia. 
 
Exhibition supported by the Henry Moore Foundation and kurimanzutto. 
 

 
 
 

 
ACCOMPANYING EVENTS 
 
Exhibition Tours 
Daily, 1pm & Last Fridays, 7pm, Free 
Join the SLG's gallery assistants for an informal, drop-in tour of the current exhibitions. 
 



 

 

Artist Biography 
Roman Ondak(b. 1966 Slovakia) plays with ideas of relocation, representation, and the 
duplication of experience, shifting and sharpening the viewer’s attention to everyday life. 
Growing up under the communist regime of former Czechoslovakia, the artist became 
attentive to systems of inclusion and exclusion that ordered this particular society. Ondak 
explores the potential for different orders—new patterns of behaviour, and ultimately, 
alternative social and political possibilities. His work is often quite subtle, infiltrating the 
spectator’s surroundings in imaginative and quiet ways, suggesting a renegotiation with 
reality. Adopting an almost anthropological approach, he recombines aspects of the 
quotidian with his incisive artistic wit, opening up space to challenge the rules of the 
everyday through his poetic alterations. Ondak’s work is not only curious about the rituals 
and assumptions that govern our lives; he is playfully interrogative of the art system as well 
as society at large, urging us to greater awareness. 
 
Roman Ondak studied graphic design and painting at the Academy of Fine Arts in Bratislava 
from 1988 to 1994. He also studied at Slippery Rock University, Pennsylvania (1993); 
Collegium Helveticum in Zurich (1999–2000); the CCA in Kitakyushu (2004); he has had 
grants from the DAAD in Berlin (2007/08) and the Villa Arson in Nice (2010).  
 
His most important exhibitions include: Roman Ondak: Storyboard, Guangdong Times 
Museum, Guangzhou, China (2015); Roman Ondak, Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina 
Sofía, Palacio de Cristal, Madrid, Spain (2013); Roman Ondak: Some Thing, The Common 
Guild, Glasgow, United Kingdom (2013); do not walk outside this area, Deutsche Guggenheim, 
Berlin, Germany (2012); Roman Ondak, Musée d’art moderne de la Ville de Paris, Paris 
France (2012); Enter the Orbit, Kunsthaus Zürich, Zürich Switzerland (2011); Time Capsule, 
Modern Art Oxford, Oxford, United Kingdom (2011); Before Waiting Becomes Part of Your Life, 
SalzburgerKunstverein, Salzburg, Germany (2011); Loop, Czech and Slovak Pavilion of the 
53rd Biennale di Venezia, Venice, Italy (2009); Measuring the Universe, The Museum of 
Modern Art, New York, United States (2009); Path, CCA Wattis Institute, San Francisco, 
United States (2008); It Will All Turn Out Right in the End, Tate Modern, United Kingdom 
(2006). 
 
Moreover, his work has been included in group exhibitions at institutions such as the Tate 
Modern, London, United Kingdom (2016, 2006); MALBA Museo de Arte Latinoamericano de 
Buenos Aires (2015); Museum of Contemporary Art Detroit, Detroit, United States (2013); 
KunsthalleNürnberg, Germany (2012); MoMA PS1, New York United States (2011); Stedelijk 
Museum, Amsterdam, Neatherlands (2010, 2005); ICA, Boston United States (2008); 
Frankfurter Kunstverein, Frankfurt Germany (2005), among others. 
 
He has participated in the following biennials: the 54th and 50th Venice Biennale, Venice, 
Italy (2011 & 2003); the 5th Moscow Biennial, Moscow, Russia (2013); Documenta 13, 
Kassel, Germany (2012); the 5th Liverpool Biennial. Liverpool, United Kingdom (2008); the 
8th Panama Art Biennial.Panama City, Panama (2008); the 27th Bienal São Paulo, São 
Paulo, Brazil (2006) and the Prague Biennial, Prague Chec Republic (2003). 
 
Roman Ondak currently lives and works in Bratislava. 
 
NOTES TO EDITORS 
 
About the South London Gallery 
The South London Gallery (SLG) is an internationally renowned public institution with an 
established reputation for its programme of contemporary art exhibitions, film and 
performance events, with integrated education projects for children, young people and 
adults. Over the past decade the exhibitions programme has featured solo shows by 
established international figures such as Dara Birnbaum, Michael Dean, Ellen Gallagher, 
Thomas Hirschhorn, Gabriel Kuri, Rashid Johnson, RivaneNeuenschwander and Lawrence 
Weiner, as well as those by younger and mid-career artists such as Alice Channer, Thea 



 

 

Djordjadze, Ryan Gander and Oscar Murillo. Group shows bring together works by 
established and lesser-known British and international artists, whilst an ongoing residency 
programme provides opportunities for artists to develop a new body of work and exhibit at 
the SLG.  
 
This year marks the next significant phase in the South London Gallery’s growth with the 
announcement of the gallery's plans to expand into the former Peckham Road Fire Station 
and the launch of a fundraising campaign to enable its renovation and transformation into a 
cultural centre which will be an annexe to the SLG’s main site. The new gallery, archive and 
cultural centre is expected to open to the public in 2018. The Grade II listed building, dating 
from 1867, was generously donated to the SLG to respond to the pressing need to expand its 
programmes, impact and long term sustainability. The project has been awarded grants from 
the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) and London Regeneration Fund, and a Christie’s auction of 
works donated by Tracey Emin and Sir Antony Gormley raised over £500,000 towards the 
project. Support has also been received from The Dr. Mortimer and Theresa Sackler 
Foundation, Garfield Weston Foundation, UBS, The Architectural Heritage Fund, The Heritage 
of London Trust, The Charles Hayward Foundation, Matthew Slotover and Emily King. Funds 
are going towards the gallery’s project and unlocking a further £1.5m earmarked for the by 
the HLF.The gallery is now fund raising for the final £1m needed to complete the project. 
 
To find out more visit: www.southlondongallery.org/firestation and sign-up to the  
SLG e-newsletters. 
 
T: @SLG_artupdates 
I: @SouthLondonGallery 
F: South London Gallery 
 
 
PRESS CONTACTS 
 
For further information and high resolution images please contact 
 
Alice Evans, Marketing and Communications Manageror  
Heather Welsh, Communications Trainee on 020 7703 6120 or  
email alice@southlondongallery.org / heather.welsh@southlondongallery.org 
(not for publication) 
 


