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A survey of works by the Norwegian artist showcases his
systematic interrogation of abstract art.

CHICAGO—The Neubauer Collegium for Culture and
Society is pleased to present The Joy of Painting, the first
solo exhibition of works by the Norwegian artist Fredrik
Vearslev in a public institution in the U.S.

The show features eight large-scale paintings, each
representing a distinct body of work and conceived as an
exercise in geometric abstraction. A micro-survey of
sorts, The Joy of Painting includes four paintings newly
made for the Neubauer Collegium gallery’s idiosyncratic
architecture and four from the early 2010s that helped
establish Varslev as a forceful new voice in the art world
— one with a fresh critique of painting’s formal (and
formalist) concerns. One giant painting reduces the
Japanese flag to color and form, for instance; another
calls to mind a speckled stretch of sunshade. Two
bunched-up painted canvases resemble a parted curtain.

, And an example taken from the artist’s signature series,
known as the “Terrazzo Paintings,” invokes the spirit of Jackson Pollock’s arch-modernist splatter
art as much as that of the decorative Venetian stone floors they are named after.

Taken as a whole, the works on view showcase Varslev’s systematic interrogation of abstract art as
well as the many methods through which abstraction can be produced. By exploring the social
semantics of gestural and geometric abstraction, Varslev sheds new light on the classist overtones
embedded in the ways a “taste” for abstraction is developed. These interests are a function of both
the artist’s modest working-class upbringing and his initial exposure to the world of art through the
proletarian prism of graffiti culture. The paintings are ironic visual puns that, tellingly, do not skimp
on aesthetic delight.

Vaerslev’s practice is conceptual and cerebral, to be sure, producing a kind of imagery that invites
reading as much as looking, deciphering and decoding as much as gaping and gazing. But his central
concern with the mystique of handiwork reminds us of the primacy and physical delights of art
production. Despite the spartan, occasionally forbidding rigor of Vearslev’s formal language, The Joy
of Painting is above all a heartfelt homage to the pleasures of making one’s mark, paintbrush and
palette (or spray can) in hand.

The Neubauer Collegium gratefully acknowledges the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs for its
generous support of this exhibition in partnership with the Royal Norwegian Consulate General in
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New York City. Additional programming support has been provided by the UChicago Division of
the Arts & Humanities through the Wigeland Fund.

The Joy of Painting is curated by Dieter Roelstraete. A catalogue about the exhibition, edited by
Roelstraete, will be published by the Neubauer Collegium in 2026 and distributed by the University
of Chicago Press.

ABOUT THE ARTIST

Fredrik Vearslev (b. 1979) is one of his generation’s leading innovators in the expanded field of
abstract painting. He is an alumnus of the Stidelschule in Frankfurt am Main and the Malmé Art
Academy, where he is currently a professor. Recent solo exhibitions include Badekaran at Stormen
kunst/ dajdda in Bode, Norway (2025); Platting at the Haugar Kunstmuseum in Tonsberg, Norway
(2023); LE RENNE at Fonds regional d’art contemporain Bretagne in Rennes, France (2022);
Astrup Fearnley Museet, Oslo, Norway (2018); and more. His work has also been included in group
exhibitions at the Aspen Art Museum in Colorado (2024); Fondazione Prada, Venice (2023); Art
Sonje Center, Seoul (2022); Whitechapel Gallery, London (2022); the Modern Institute, Glasgow
(2021); and the National Museum of Norway, Oslo (2018). Varslev is represented by Mehdi Choakri
in Berlin, Gio Marconi in Milan, Filomena Soares in Lisbon, and Andrew Kreps in New York,
where he has had five solo exhibitions to date.

ABOUT THE NEUBAUER COLLEGIUM

The Neubauer Collegium cultivates new communities of inquiry at the University of Chicago. Our
faculty-led research projects bring together scholars and practitioners whose collaboration is
required to address complex questions on any topic. Our Visiting Fellows program brings the most
creative thinkers from around the world for collaboration, animating the intellectual and creative
environment on campus. Our gallery presents art exhibitions in the context of academic research,
and our public events invite broad engagement with the scholarly inquiries we support. The aim of
these activities is to deepen knowledge about the world and our place in it.

IMAGE
Allison Katz, Portrait of Fredrik 1 arslev, 2025. Courtesy of Allison Katz.
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