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Kazimir Malevich’s Black Square (1915) has generated revolutionary mystique for 

over a hundred years of circulation in the art world. While scholars tend to agree that Black 

Square represents a foresighted breakthrough in abstraction, the work has still been subject to 

various interpretations stretching across numerous domains of art.  For example, its use of 

non-representational abstraction has been interpreted as a reactionary response to the First 

World War and the mass devastation that it created.1 In contrast, it has also been viewed as an 

embodiment of socio-political realities in pre-October Revolution Russia, representing a 

transformative leap forward and “break from the Tsarist past”.2 The interpretations of Black 

Square’s meaning have evolved radically. Today, the artwork is acclaimed for its 

contemporary relevance to Abstract Expressionism. However, such Western and 

Americentric interpretations overlook the original spiritual and religious iconicity of 

Malevich’s Black Square. That said, much of the scholarship on Malevich’s Black Square 

utilizes portions of his own writing to justify their contrastive interpretations, exemplifying 

the disarray of his communication and its ability to be construed inaccurately.  

 

                                                
1 Peter Stupples, “Malevich and the Liberation of Art.”, in New Zealand Slavic Journal (2001), 11. 
2 Robert Herbert “The Arrival of the Machine: Modernist Art in Europe, 1910-25”, in Social Research (Camden 
1997), 1281. 



 

 

Indeed, this begs the question: What truly facilitated the metamorphosis in the 

meaning of Malevich’s masterpiece?     

Malevich’s grandiose and contradictory perception of his own artwork along with the 

improper exhibition of his artwork misled American scholarship surrounding the oeuvre. 

Causing the religious intention and theological aestheticism to be overlooked. In order to 

illustrate this claim, I will first discuss the role of intentionality and how it can be used in 

conjunction with visual aesthetics to illuminate the meaning of an artwork. Next, I will 

analyze how exhibitions of Black Square and Malevich’s own lofty intentions expressed in 

“From Cubism and Futurism to Suprematism (1915)” and “The Non-Objective World: The 

Manifesto of Suprematism (1926)” were used to justify different critical approaches. The 

improper display of Black Square and Malevich’s grandiose and contradictory perception of 

his own artwork misled American scholarship surrounding the oeuvre. Hence, the work is 

revolutionary in its demonstration of how artistic exhibition can irrevocably shape critical 

interpretation.  

Now, whether this artifact is truly revolutionary is dependent on definition. 

Revolutions often evoke connotations of drastic change or political upheaval; however, the 

battle for what is defined as revolutionary is not fought in objective reality, but rather is an 

invisible struggle fought within the philosophies and persuasions of people. For the purposes 

of this paper, I define revolutionary using Viktor Shklovsky’s essay “Art as Technique.” 

Shklovsky mentions that great works of literature by Pushkin and Tolstoy are revolutionary 

precisely because they “defamiliarize”3 and create new forms of meaning through language. 

Revolutionary artifacts are simply vehicles by which pre-existing messages are presented in a 

manner that appears unfamiliar or new. In this same fashion, Black Square has defamiliarized 

itself over and over again.  Black Square is revolutionary in that, despite its known—albeit 

                                                
3 Viktor Shklovsky “Art as Technique” in Literary Theory: An Anthology, ed. Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan 
(John Wiley and Sons 2017), 9. 



 

 

complicated—intentions, it has evolved and transcended its own definition time and time 

again.  Hence, in order to understand the conversation surrounding Malevich’s work, the 

dialogue surrounding whether intentionalism should be accounted for in art criticism must 

first be addressed.                                                                                              

The primary agent working against intentionalism is the literary and artistic wave 

started by New Criticism. New Criticism’s view on the perception of art and literature took a 

decidedly formalistic approach. This perspective hinged upon seeing the work of art in itself 

entirely, completely self-contained and devoid of any historical context or authorial biases. 

Speaking to the artist’s intentions, philosopher of art Monroe Beardsley stated in his essay 

“The Intentional Fallacy” that intentionality and the science of objective evaluation cannot be 

merged together because expression does not always translate to aesthetic 

communication.4Essentially, a work of art never truly succeeds in capturing the full 

intentions of the artist, and it is possible that the work evokes feelings that the artist fails to 

recognize himself. Furthermore, the work of art is always evaluated by the public— “the 

work is measured against something outside the author”—which creates an inherent gap 

between the perspective of the artist and observer.5In the second half of the twentieth century, 

however, more movements began to consider the historical contexts and intentions of the 

artists themselves. In the neo-Wittgensteinian view of intentionalism, Noël Carroll argues 

that intention does not lie outside the work, but rather, found inside it. The intention is 

“thought to be a purpose, manifest in the artwork, that regulates the way the artwork is,”6 

which means that the aesthetics of the artwork must be included in order to understand its 

intention. Thus, when analyzing Black Square, it is important to understand intentionality. 

For the sake of my research paper, I will be taking a neo-Wittgensteinian approach, focusing 

on how aesthetic and intentions mutually inform of each other.        

                                                
4 Monroe Beardsley and W.K. Wimsatt “The Intentional Fallacy” in Literary Theory: An Anthology, ed. Julie 
Rivkin and Michael Ryan (John Wiley and Sons 2017), 32-33. 
5 Ibid. 34 
6 Noël Carroll's Beyond Aesthetics: Philosophical Essays (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 2001),160. 



 

 

Malevich’s perception of his own artwork expresses a wide array of self-inflating 

statements whose ambiguity allows for the misappropriation of Black Square’s meaning by 

American scholars. Throughout his writing, Malevich frequently addresses the reader as part 

of a collective, using the terms “We” and “Us”.7 The usage of the inclusive language urges 

the audience to take part in Malevich’s grand beliefs, an ambitious ideology declaring his 

own influence on the future of art. The inclusivity shared with the audience is contrasted with 

Malevich's separation of himself from all traditional artists. In “Cubism and Suprematism” 

(1917), Malevich describes how all artists who have historically painted realistic figurations 

were simply perpetuating the “savage’s idea” and that “they should have created, but 

repeated [instead].8 He completely undermines centuries of European art by equating them to 

cave paintings. Furthermore, Malevich places himself upon a pedestal by using “they” to 

distinguish himself from his artistic peers. Ultimately, Malevich’s sweeping claims and 

dissociation of his artwork from past philosophies set the foundation for American 

scholarship to repeatedly misinterpret his artwork. Indeed, Malevich’s inflationary claims—

as well as their lack of cohesion—creates misconceptions in discerning the true intentions of 

Black Square. For example, Malevich first states in “Cubism to Suprematism” that art should 

be deprived of “forms of content and meaning.”9 However, he later goes on to give Black 

Square an explicit meaning, declaring that “the square = feeling [and] the white field = the 

void beyond this feeling.”10 Such contradictory statements are prevalent in Malevich’s 

writing, for a given “feeling” and the void beyond it are inherently an artistic meaning. By 

highlighting examples of non-specific language and conflicting claims in his writing, I will 

                                                
7 Kazimir Malevich “From Cubism and Futurism to Suprematism: The New Painterly Realism” In Russian Art 
of the Avante-Garde: Theory and Criticism, 1902-1934, ed. and trans. John Bowlt (New York: Viking Press 
1976). 
8 Ibid. 123. 
9 Ibid. 124. 
10 Kazimir Malevich. “Suprematism” In Modern Artists on Art ed. and trans. Robert Herbert (New Jersey: 
Prentice Hall) 96.  



 

 

illustrate how American scholarship has construed and appropriated Malevich’s intentions to 

fit their own interpretations of Black Square. 

Malevich’s entry into the Western canon begins with his discovery by Americans in 

the 1950s. Many of Malevich’s most prominent paintings, including Black Square, were left 

in Berlin circa 1927; and it was only later when excavated were they first displayed for 

Western audiences.11 During this time, Abstract Expressionism and those who favored its 

interpretations—including Clement Greenberg—led to the dominant interpretation that Black 

Square was a revolutionary milestone in the art of modernist painting. Hence, Black Square 

was seen as exemplifying aesthetic autonomy—art purely for art’s sake—due to its non-

figurative expression of artistic feeling. Thus, aesthetic autonomy, as first described by 

Immanuel Kant, describes art devoid of conceptual frameworks and ideology, those that 

strictly emphasize the portrayal of indefinite human feeling.12   

In emphasizing Black Square’s aesthetic autonomy, American scholarship pinpointed 

a singular element of the artistic movement Malevich developed: Suprematism. They placed 

much greater emphasis on Black Square’s embodiment of the Suprematist ideal of placing all 

value and attention on geometric figures.13 Hence, Suprematism is seemingly aligned with 

the aims of modernism, to abandon traditional figuration in favor of non-objectivity. As 

Natasha Lah defines it in her essay “How Style Became Famous and Irrelevant at the Same 

Time,” modernism “affirms the obviousness of visuality, eluding all of the semantic, 

functional, utilitarian, narrative and symbolic burdens of the earlier periods”.14Indeed, this 

definition is applicable to the obviousness of Malevich’s work and its ability to shake off 

such burdens in the name of pure abstraction. The simplicity of Black Square—a single black 

canvas against a white wall—illustrates an obviousness of form that evaded European 

                                                
11 Catherine Kudriavtseva “The Making of Kazimir Malevich’s Black Square” (University of Southern 
California 2010), 3. 
12 Jennifer McMahon “Aesthetic Autonomy: Tracing the Kantian Legacy to Olafur Eliasson” 2011. 
13 Nataša Lah “How Style Became Famous and Irrelevant at the Same Time” Ars & Humanitas; Ljubljana 9, 
(2015), 222. 
14 Ibid 218-19. 



 

 

painters before Malevich. Hence, elevated minimalism and aesthetic focus draw Malevich’s 

connection to modernism. This sentiment is echoed by influential art critic Clement 

Greenberg who in his essay “Modernist Painting” describes how modernist paintings 

must  “divest itself of everything it might share with sculpture, and it is in its effort to do this, 

and not so much—I repeat—to exclude the representational or literary, that painting has 

made itself abstract”.15In other words, by avoiding Naturalist representation and figuration, 

modernist painting casts itself as abstract. This is the avenue through which aesthetic 

autonomy is achieved. In accordance with Greenberg’s definition, Malevich’s status becomes 

on par with the likes of lionized Abstract Expressionists—such as Jackson Pollock—by 

avoiding traditional representation. To justify that Malevich is an expressionist painter, 

American scholars have taken sections out of Malevich’s writing where he explains how 

Suprematist artwork is “the expression of pure feeling, seeking no practical values, no ideas, 

no promised land”.16 From this passage, we may conclude that any ideological interpretation 

or outward purpose is claimed to be irrelevant in the Suprematist movement. Hence, 

American scholars are able to portray Malevich’s artwork as the precursor to or symbolic 

ancestor of the Abstract Expressionist movement that took place in the mid-twentieth 

century. This is seen in Harold Osborne’s essay “Non-Iconic Abstraction”, where he 

describes Malevich’s work using the oversimplified and reductive phrase “geometric 

abstraction” and compares it to other Modernist abstraction movements such as 

Neoplasticism.17 Hence, interpreters of Malevich’s work often dilute and simplify his work to 

simply an early chapter in the linear progression of the abstraction of geometric forms. 

 

                                                
15 Clement Greenberg “Modernist Painting” in Modern Art and Modernism: A Critical Anthology. ed. Francis 
Frascina and Charles Harrison, (1982), 7. 
16 Malevich, Suprematism, 97. 
17 Harold Osborne “Non-Iconic Abstraction.” The British Journal of Aesthetics (Fall 1976), 295-96. 



 

 

 
Figure 2: Malevich’s Black Square at the Guggenheim Exhibition. Photograph. 

Another example of misleading framing by the exhibitions of Malevich’s Black 

Square is the Guggenheim museum which held a collection of his work from the 1970s to 

1990s. The catalogue of his work came with an initial framing statement from Malevich 

himself that read: “It is from zero, in zero, that the true movement of being begins” — the 

implication being that the Black Square is that zero.”18 By placing emphasis on the “zero”, 

the museum facilitated the framing of Malevich’s art as reactionary to World War One, 

intending to rebuild art from a new “ground-zero”. Hence, scholarship has been able to cast 

Black Square as an example of a constructivist response to the war, claiming that Malevich’s 

Black Square “was not a destructive force but a constructive solution worthy of public 

respect.”19 Furthermore, Malevich’s own writing is infused with an idealistic and utopian 

drive to fundamentally change art’s role in society. As he states in one of his essays: “I say to 

all...for in the new culture, your wisdom is ridiculous and insignificant. I have untied the 

knots of wisdom and liberated the consciousness of color!” His broad claims of wiping away 

the standard definitions of art, beauty, philosophy, are construed by historicist American 

scholars as a reflection of the ideology of the Bolshevik revolution. As new abstract art was 

                                                
18 Kudriavtseva 58. 
19 Aaron Cohen, Imagining the Unimaginable: World War, Modern Art, and the Politics of Public Culture in 
Russia, 1914-1917. (Lincoln 2008), 146. 
 



 

 

seen as futuristic while Naturalist European art was linked with the past and Imperial 

Russia.20 Hence, many scholars will conflate Malevich and many of the other Russian avant-

garde artists with the revolutionary ideology of the Bolshevik revolution. Insofar as to say 

that Malevich was the “first commissar of the Bolshevik Revolution, and theorist of the 

visionary new.”21 This scholarly truism, however, fails to reflect the contradictory 

components of Malevich’s intentions. He deeply protested the notion that “ideas, concepts, 

and images” be incorporated into art at all, instead suggesting that art must focus on “pure 

feeling.”22 This sentiment is overlooked by scholars in their insistence of creating a 

historically-based narrative for Malevich’s Black Square that fits the West’s bias of 

intertwining Russian culture with the state. 

Despite modifications in framing and the insistence of American scholarship that 

Black Square’s meaning lies in aesthetic autonomy and historical context, the original 

presentation and aesthetic details of Malevich’s painting indicates that its true meaning can 

be found in theological aestheticism and religious iconicity. When Black Square made its 

world debut in Petrograd, 1915, it was shown “hung like an icon in the corner.”23. An icon, 

within the context of Eastern Orthodoxy, is a painting portraying a particular scene or 

message from the Bible. Hence, at the time of Black Square’s debut, the painting would have 

intentionally evoked a sense of religious spirituality. While Black Square may not explicitly 

proselytize a religious message, Malevich blurs the line between the aesthetic and spiritual. 

Furthermore, in John Milner’s “Kazimir Malevich and the Art of Geometry,” he makes note 

of how Malevich organized the original display on a grid measured using traditional Russian 

increments. Indeed, these grids have historically “[had] its ties to mysticism and the symbolic 

                                                
20 Robert Herbert 1291. 
21 Myroslav Shkandrij “Reinterpreting Malevich: Biography, Autobiography, Art.” Canadian-American Slavic 
Studies, (Winter, 2002): 405.  
22 Malevich “Suprematism” 96-97. 
23 John Milner “Book Reviews: The Organic School of the Russian Avant-Garde” Slavic Review, (Burlington 
2015), 569. 
 



 

 

nature of measure,” reflecting Malevich’s intention to imbue the work with theological 

meaning.24 The notion of symbolic imagery with deeply rooted religious connotations is also 

featured in Malevich’s writing. He makes several allusions to the Renaissance artists’ 

metaphorical reconstruction of the “Tower of Babel,” particularly in their pursuit of 

realism.25 Malevich’s description of Suprematism is Edenic—a utopian return. The Biblical 

tale of Babel describes how Man was sinful in his arrogance, attempting to erect a tower to 

reach the heights of God. This Biblical allusion by Malevich suggests that Black Square does 

not have a false sense of significance, that while others art may be struck down, his “new 

nonobjective art stands [alone]” enduringly.26 Malevich also attacks the artistic pursuit of 

Naturalism—increasingly accurate renderings of nature—while going on to mention how 

Suprematism and “real art” is akin to original creation, rather than mindless imitation. For 

Malevich, “the square is a living, regal infant. The first step of pure creation in art… In the 

art of Suprematism, forms will live, like all living forms of nature.”27 By equating his artwork 

with true creation, Malevich elevates the production of his art to seemingly God-like 

proportions.  

 

Figure 3: Malevich’s Black Square at its premiere exhibition, 1915, Photograph. 

 

                                                
24 Adrienne Kochman “Kazimir Malevich and the Art of Geometry” Journal of Ukrainian Studies (1999), 118. 
25 Malevich “From Cubism and Futurism to Suprematism”, 123. 
26 Malevich “Suprematism”, 95. 
27 Malevich “From Cubism and Futurism to Suprematism”, 133. 



 

 

Consequently, Malevich’s Black Square is an early example of non-representative 

theological aestheticism. For the painting attempts to create religious transcendence in an 

effort to capture the “sublime experience… the absolutely unknowable void, upon whose 

brink we finite beings must dizzily hover.”28 The Black Square creates a void that draws the 

viewer in. Its edges and definitions begin to blur as your eyes are drawn to the black square. 

The painting has an indescribable “terrific force” that gives the sensation of encountering the 

divine.29 From this critical lens, Black Square would highlight religious aesthetics by means 

of abstraction, similar to the works by Mark Rothko in the Rothko Chapel in Houston, 

Texas.30 Rothko also uses only squares and colors to represent his work. The enormity of the 

canvas and striking colors create an out-of-body metaphysical sense.31 Thus, Black Square 

can be interpreted as a milestone laying the groundwork for abstractly painting the sublime, 

or as a work that typifies art’s ability to create a religious, transcendent experience.  

The vastly different interpretations of Malevich’s work illustrate how historical 

artifacts change based on when they are contextualized. This points to a greater issue in 

academic scholarship. The issue of narrative. There are countless details inherently lost and 

overlooked when scholars of a different cultural context analyze work from a foreign cultural 

setting. Like Black Square’s canvas—layers of black paint with fissures of aged canvas 

white, the stories we spin surrounding the artifacts we souvenir are often a thin layer of paint. 

They are coated over one another, rendering the truth only barely visible, but still able to seep 

through the cracks in our painted reality.  

 
 

 
 

 
 
                                                
28 Wessel Stoker “The Rothko Chapel Paintings and the ‘Urgency of the Transcendent Experience.’” 
International Journal for Philosophy of Religion (October 2008), 96 
29 Martin Welton “Dark Visions: Looking at and in Theatrical Darkness.” Theatre Journal; (December 2017), 

505. 
30 Stoker, 89. 
31 Stoker, 90. 
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