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Abstract 

 

This studio-based research project illustrates an investigation into personal motivation and 

doubt through the practice of expanded drawing. Using shading, scratching and cutting, I 

intervene with the surface of space in response to the architectural propositions at hand. 

During this process, I have found myself trying to make sense of these actions, particularly 

with regards to the influence that drives them, and account for whether they align with a non-

hierarchical, fluid theory of gender. 

At the centre of this research is the perception that geometry, as it is commonly spoken of 

and received in art discourse, is binary in its correspondence with gender. Research into this 

discourse has largely been led by a community of artists and art critics who collect around the 

grid. I am concerned with the social and material politics that surround the grid and frequently 

return to this structure as a resource for clarity, whilst also approaching it with a certain 

degree of scepticism. In the written dissertation that follows, I attempt to unpack this drawing 

practice, understand why it looks to the grid as an anchor and why this, in turn, generates 

doubt about my actions in the studio. 

 

Over the course of this degree my research has been divided as follows: 75% creative 

practice and a 25% written dissertation.  
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Introduction  

 

This research practice draws on multiple personal experiences I have had within an arts-based 

setting that have instilled a dualistic perception of the way that geometric shapes are 

commonly handled and received; that is, they invoke qualities of gender bias, furthering the 

potential for speculation of how an individual is likely to interact with specific shapes 

according to gender. Whilst the question of geometry and gender has been taken up in 

previous decades and been made to look outdated, redundant or ridiculous, my experience 

of making squares and rectangles the centre of my practice in both the studio and as a subject 

of academic research has propelled me into a space where emotive terms such as 

responsibility, satisfaction, distrust, and doubt are set up in parallel to objective terms of 

neutrality, materiality, and rationality.1 Finding myself in this oppositional framework with 

the cognizance of my female subjectivity has had an impact whereby I pursue my research 

with a desire to confirm or deny whether these terms can be perceived in artworks concerned 

with geometry and whether they are aligned with the gender of the artist. I acknowledge that 

the pursuit of research in this way is problematic as it sets up a binary comprehension of how 

language and shapes are understood and disclosed, bringing about the potential to enforce 

stereotypes by simply willing that they exist. With this in mind, I have tried to recognise 

alternate aspects of my research that counter this form of comprehension.  

 

Despite the hazardous framework I have orchestrated for myself by seeking out a binary 

pattern of gender and geometry in academic research, my studio practice resists this pattern 

by seeming to want to render geometry flexible and penetrable. My focus on geometry 

manifests in the grid. This structure has become an entry point for an anti-structure that 

emerges through drawing and eventually comes to destroy the power of the grid’s uniformity, 

rigidity and repetition. Before I elaborate on this process, I would first like to make a personal 

admission of one of the experiences that lead me to my current predicament and also give 

definition to the emotive terms that I have listed above.  

 

 
1 I refer here to multiple female exhibitions that have challenged a discourse of geometry and materiality made famous by 
a collection of male artists in New York during the 1960s, otherwise commonly referred to as the Minimalist movement. I 
provide the details of these exhibitions in chapter III.  
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This encounter took place in the final year of my undergraduate degree during an assessment 

and included the presence of myself and three internal examiners who each played a role in 

the supervision of the sculpture and installation cohort. The work I presented comprised of 

particleboard and Perspex formed in a row of 2-meter-high by 0.5-meter-wide corner walls 

[Fig.1]. It reflected an interest I had in the exterior of urban buildings and took inspiration from 

the Minimalist artist Donald Judd in both the geometric line of perspective and the reflective 

surfaces of the Perspex.  

During my examination, one of the staff members who had overseen a third of the semester 

made several comments that linked what she perceived as hesitation in the work to 

apprehension in my personality. Amongst some of those comments, the same supervisor 

speculated that she could see that I had never recovered from criticism I had most likely 

received as a child from a family member and that this was apparent in the artwork before 

them.  

 

My immediate reaction to this was one of embarrassment but has since progressed into 

frustration and prompted me to question how one could draw such detailed assumptions 

about the specifics of my childhood from wood panels and Perspex constructed to resemble 

hollow rectilinear forms. Since then, I have had a heightened awareness of instances where 

an emotional reading of an artwork has occurred in connection to a female subject.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Madeleine Lesjak-Atton, Standpoint, 2012, particleboard and Perspex. Image taken from the UNSW Art and Design website. 

Retrieved from https://artdesign.unsw.edu.au/whats-on/news/unsw-art-designs-new-master-curating-and-cultural-leadership-program. 

Copyright 2014 by UNSW Art and Design. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This image has been removed by the author of this thesis for copyright reasons. 
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Definitions  

 

In the exegesis that follows, I make multiple references to intuited feelings of ‘satisfaction’ 

and ‘responsibility’. When I speak of satisfaction, I refer to the contentment or lack thereof 

that occurs in the process of making work in the studio. I have found that satisfaction plays 

a key role in my approach to the grid and pertains to its aesthetic. Specifically, I am satisfied 

or dissatisfied when the structure looks ‘open’ or ‘closed’: the former has a sense that it is 

active in the space while the latter is stationary and unchanging.2  

My ties to responsibility are bound in a feminist approach to art that tries to promote a non-

hierarchical division of sex and gender amidst a complex conception of sexual difference, 

which I borrow from Luce Irigaray.3 Irigaray proposes sexual difference as follows: 

 

“The subjectivity of man and that of woman are structured starting from a relational 

identity specific to each one, a relational identity that is held between nature and 

culture, and that assures a bridge starting from which it is possible to pass from one to 

the other while respecting them both”.4  

 

This view of responsibility has at times been confusing, particularly during my undergraduate 

degree when it appeared (to me) that to be concerned with geometry was to adopt the 

subjectivity a male artist, whilst female artists had been making attempts to draw attention 

to the specifics of their own subjectivity by making body-centric works. Whilst this is an 

oversimplification of former discourse in the late 20th century, it summarises the impression 

made by my studies in art history, with a specific focus of Geometric Abstraction,   Post-

painterly Abstraction, Minimalism, Post-Minimalism, Performance Art, Conceptual Art, and, 

more generally, the feminist art movement of the late 1960s and 1970s. Whilst I now 

acknowledge the general impression I had of these movements does not reflect the 

multiplicity of major discourses that have unfolded since then, I still carry a sense of 

 
2 “Open” and “closed” are terms that I borrow from Rosalind Krauss, specifically as they are used in her 1995 essay, “The 
Grid, The True Cross, the Abstract Structure”. Krauss uses these terms when describing the various movements one 
experiences when viewing the paintings of Agnes Martin on page 308. I refer to these terms again and in more depth in 
chapter II. Rosalind E. Krauss, “The Grid, the True Cross, the Abstract Structure”, Studies in the History of Art, 48 (1995): 305, 
Jstor Journals 
3 Luce Irigaray, Sharing the World, (London & New York: Continuum, 2008).  
4 Luce Irigaray, ‘Approaching the Other as Other’ in Key Writings, ed. Luce Irigaray (London and New York: Continuum, 2004), 
26-7.  
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accountability when it comes to the promotion of my gender as both oppositional and fluid. 

Thus, when I speak of responsibility, I refer to what I present in my practice and how it reflects 

the specificity of my female subjectivity.   

 

Distrust and doubt are the residual feelings that have increasingly played a more dominant 

role in the research component of my practice. To a large extent, doubt has occurred in 

connection with my changing impression of the relationship between gender and geometry. 

This has led to a distrust of what I understand about gender and what the grid represents. It 

is also important to note that doubt is a tool for my response to criticism, and it is for this 

reason that I have chosen to include several personal reflections. In the proceeding chapters, 

I outline how doubt and distrust have shadowed the research process and how traces of these 

feelings have also filtered into the materiality of my practice. 

 

Layout  

 

In the first chapter of this investigation, I look to motivation specific to my practice. I attempt 

to clarify the multiple aspects of my practice that personal motivation encompasses in order 

to understand why it is I continue to celebrate the grid. As I see it, attempting to understand 

the cause of my actions is necessary given that I don’t practice drawing to demonstrate a 

technical ability in reproducing images. Instead, I use drawing to affirm the structure of the 

grid, using it as a frame for mark-making and reinforcing its parallel lines through this action. 

Understanding why the grid continues to reappear in my drawn works has become essential 

in order to assess whether I am currently under a sinister influence that undermines what I 

have described as responsibility. I have speculated that this influence resides in multiple 

sources. They are:  

• The legacy of 1960s Minimalism and its expression in contemporary culture; 

• Criticism of others which then alters the course of my practice; and 

• The architecture of institutional spaces in which I work 

I discuss these three influences throughout the paper.  
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In chapter II, I examine the grid and the material and conceptual properties it generates 

through a community of artists whose artworks I admire and in the essays of art critic Rosalind 

Krauss. 

 

Antithetical to my desire to affirm the grid through drawing is the emergent quality of 

drawing’s ability to undermine the grid. I have found that the same techniques I seek to 

represent this structure (shading, cutting, erasing) also have the potential to introduce a 

fragility to the grid. This tenuous quality, which I have also likened to softness and 

weightlessness, is a substantial aspect of my work’s aesthetic presence and has prompted 

associations with artists like Eva Hesse and the sensuous, repetitious characteristics linked to 

Romantic Conceptualism.  

In chapter III, I describe my relationship with doubt and distrust. This includes an examination 

of gender and geometry, drawing attention to links that I have pursued in order to affirm my 

suspicions of the qualities that are often assigned to male and female artists when handling 

the grid.  

In chapter IV, I focus on the material properties of my works and my studio space to better 

articulate how I have come to find conviction through my drawing practice despite its 

affiliation with uncertainty. I outline how my conviction is tied to a desire to undermine the 

grid by dissolving its borders, allowing freedom to move from one closed shape to an open-

ended movement in materiality. 

 

I. Motivation as it Occurs in My Practice  

 

In my process of investigating the content and outcome of what motivates my actions in the 

studio, I have identified three different forms of motivation. The first form is one which I have 

come to think of as “pure” in its separation from contingency. However, as the reader will 

see, I set this type of motivation aside early in the research process. The second and third 

types of motivation are intertwined in my analysis of them. I contemplate these forms as 

extensions of self-awareness and self-consciousness. Key observations that have arisen from 

this line of enquiry include: 
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• The impact of scale and space on a drawing practice, directly implicating the 

architecture of the institution I have been working in; and  

• How criticism from others becomes entangled in one’s perception of self and how one 

relates to figures outside of themselves. 

 

 

Figure 2. Madeleine Lesjak-Atton, Untitled, 2019, plasterboard, coloured pastels and graphite pencil. VCA Artspace, 

Melbourne. Photo by Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. 

 

Pure Motivation 

 

I believe the compulsion to act prior to engaging with any external influence is somewhat of 

a myth when it comes to motivation. I think of this concept as “pure” motivation, 

unencumbered by contingent factors of time and place. Formerly, I have speculated that my 

practice might partially comprise of this type of motivation and that before consciously 

thinking about it, or trying to articulate it in words or thought, there is a desire to mark and 

scratch, to erase and blur. I thought that if there was a question of truth in my practice its 

manifestation was as a compulsive act found a priori.5 However, after considering the 

 
5 The terms ‘a priori’ and ‘posteriori’ used here are derived from Kantian philosophy. A priori knowledge is independent of 
all experiences, as opposed to a posteriori knowledge, which derives from experience. They are taken from Latin: a 
priori (“from what is before”) and a posteriori (“from what is after”). 
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implications of this concept of purity, I feel that the likelihood of this type of motivation 

playing a role in my practice is negligible and, if it does, it is a resource that is of no use to me 

in research. Firstly, it is contentious as to whether this type of knowledge (which I see as 

interconnected with motivation) can be proven to exist. A priori knowledge has been 

theorised by Rene Descartes in Principles of Philosophy (1644) and examined further by 

Immanuel Kant in The Critique of Pure Reason (1781).6 Whilst both philosophers advocated 

for the existence of this type of knowledge, they did so using a premise formulated in a 

thought experiment, concluding that our ability to accumulate posteriori knowledge is 

dependent on the existence of a priori knowledge. I have not endeavoured to look at 

compulsive action beyond this level of investigation as knowledge in this way implies no 

engagement with the world that is exterior and negates material thinking, a research principle 

that has become central to my investigation into the grid.7 Because it does not provide an 

avenue for engagement with concepts or materiality exterior to me, I felt this enquiry would 

not assist me in a practice that largely responds to the architecture at hand. This realisation 

has prompted my review of the more complicated aspects of motivation.  

 

Self-Awareness and Self-Consciousness 

 

When examined in connection with the responsibility I associate with gender, the 

consequences of my actions become harder to delineate when I try to determine whether 

they are born out of self-awareness, or, conversely, whether motivation for this action has 

been brought about by a query generated in self-consciousness. In the former, I can locate 

my body in a space and have some perception of my body’s impact on the space and how 

space impacts me. This awareness informs my drawn actions. In a lecture given to the 

American Academy in Rome, Amy Sillman articulates this synthesis of spatial awareness and 

action when she distinguishes the drawer from the painter:  

 
6 Rodger Valentine Miller, Rene Descartes: Principles of Philosophy, (Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands, 1982), eBook, 
University of Melbourne’s Catalogue.  
 Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Pure Reason, trans. J. M. D Meiklejohn, (Project Gutenberg, 2003), eBook, University of 
Melbourne’s Catalogue. 
7 “Material thinking” is a term taken from Barbara Bolt’s essay, “The Magic is in the Handling” in Practice As Research : 
Approaches to Creative Arts Enquiry (London: I. B. Tauris & Company, 2010): 29-30. It refers to the knowledge gained in the 
collaboration between artist and material. I discuss this term in more depth in chapter IV.  
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“I always have this theory that drawers are people who start with the scale of the thing 

in their hand… that they’re making, and then painters are people like birds who have 

overviews and plans and projects and visual ideas of the things they’re constructing”.8 

 

Korean-born artist Do-Ho Suh is a perfect example of the 'drawer' described by Sillman. In 

Rubbing/ Loving (2016) [Fig.3], Suh wrapped all surfaces of his first apartment in New York with 

white paper, which was then worked on with coloured pencils and pastels to create rubbings. 

Before vacating the property, Suh embarked on this huge project with the hopes of being able 

to make sense of the space he called home for 18 years through disclosing and memorialising 

the more intimate details of its surfaces.9 Speaking more generally to this attempt to make 

sense of our relationship to space, Suh writes:  

“I am interested in space that moves along with me, or that I move with me; the space I try 

to move with me because I want to, because it's important to me; or that space that I have to 

move with me because I am forced to; or the space that just tags along with me without my 

being conscious of it – the space that I create for myself and the space that is imposed upon 

me; the space in/through which I feel good, protected, comfortable, liberated, and the space 

that is imposed on me and therefore oppresses, confines, and alienates me. I explore the 

personal space as the combination of tension between these two force fields, and how the 

boundaries of the personal space are drawn.”10  

 

Through embarking on a drawing exercise that brings to light the small details that lay within 

a 1:1 scale rubbing of his home, Suh demonstrates a newfound awareness for the materiality 

and memory of space and the body in space.  

The awareness of space that has been brought into focus in my practice is one that pertains 

to the studio on university campus. This is where almost all of my drawing experimentation 

has taken place, other than gallery spaces where I have exhibited. As I have ritually configured 

parallel lines that correspond with the cubic dimensions of the walls, the limits of the space 

have become increasingly present, which in turn put a strain on the feelings of satisfaction I 

 
8 “Conversation with Amy Sillman: Drawing in the Continuous Present,” (New York: The Menil Collection, 2017), streamed 
video, URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BLOgc466nRk 
9 “Rubbing / Loving” Do Ho Suh, episode in Extended Play series (New York, ART21, 9 December 2016), streaming video, 
6:16 minutes, URL: https://art21.org/watch/extended-play/do-ho-suh-rubbing-loving-short/ 
10 Do-Ho Suh et al., “Techno-Seduction. An Exhibition of Multimedia Installation Work by Forty Artists,” Art Journal 56, 1 
Aesthetics and the Body Politic (1997): 28, Jstor Journals.  
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have about my own practice. Eventually, the drawing action was forced to cut into the layers 

of the space where the potential for affirming and destroying the grid had not yet been 

realised. At first, this began with scratches on the surface made with a utility knife, which then 

grew to an extraction of the plaster layer of wall [Fig. 4-8]. This action echoes Do-Ho Suh quite 

literally when he speaks of moving the space with him, either because he wants to or because 

he is forced to. I also feel something akin to his interest in spaces that both liberate and 

oppress. In the case of my interpretation of space, the grid is the lens through which I have 

come to view it and brings with it a set of oppressive forces and opportunities for change. 

 

 

Figure 3. Do-Ho Suh, Rubbing / Loving, 2016, production still from the Art21 “Extended Play” film, “Do Ho Suh: ‘Rubbing / 

Loving.'” Accessed 6 October 2019. URL: https://news.artnet.com/exhibitions/art21-do-ho-suh-1385026. Copyright 2016 

by Art21. 
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Figure 4 (left). Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. Process shot of studio work showing scratch marks made with utility knife, 2018. 

The Stables, Victorian College of the Arts, Melbourne. Photo by Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. 

Figure 5 (right). Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. Process shot of studio work showing test cut into wall, 2019. The Stables, 

Victorian College of the Arts, Melbourne. Photo by Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. 
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Figure 6 (top). Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. Process shot of studio work showing outline cut of wall to be extracted, 2019. The 

Stables, Victorian College of the Arts, Melbourne. Photo by Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. 

Figure 7 (bottom). Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. Process shot of studio work showing wall extraction, 2019. The Stables, Victorian 

College of the Arts, Melbourne. Photo by Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. 



 23 

 

 

Figure 8. Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. Process shot of studio work showing wall extraction on floor of studio, 2019. The Stables, 

Victorian College of the Arts, Melbourne. Photo by Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. 

 

In self-consciousness, we see an excess of awareness, a knowledge of the self that is overly 

studied, inviting scrutiny and doubt of one’s actions. In self-consciousness “the subject 

becomes aware of itself in the context of a particular relation of power, and when subject to 

the scrutiny of the Other”.11 When I think of the solid distinction between self-awareness and 

self-consciousness, I think of the former as having an internal generative component that is 

 
11 Cressida J. Heyes, “Two Kinds of Awareness: Foucault, the Will, and Freedom in Somatic Practice,” Human Studies: a 
journal for philosophy and the social sciences 41, 4 (Dec 2018): 528, Gale Academic OneFile. 
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in direct response to a force, whilst the latter is generated entirely by external pressures 

which are then intuited by the individual. This is a view expressed by Canadian philosopher, 

Cressida J. Heyes, who writes on theories of sexuality, feminism and theories of embodiment. 

She writes, “One popular way of understanding this distinction (although not the only one) is 

that positive forms of body awareness are those that come from within and represent the 

subject’s authentic feelings or desires, while those that come from external pressures to 

conform one’s body to a social norm are oppressive. Any such attempt to delineate forms of 

lived experience that embody freedom, however, must contend with the problem of the 

body-for-others”.12  

One of the queries that I’ve encountered in my study of motivation is the difficulty of 

distinguishing an action that is generated from self-awareness and one that is generated from 

self-consciousness: “That is, positive forms of awareness are difficult to cultivate without 

one’s experience sliding into negative forms […] There is simply no clear line between intrinsic 

and extrinsic motivation, or a subjective sense of oneself and an objective sense.”13 This issue 

cuts to the heart of feelings of doubt and distrust that I experience when celebrating the grid 

in my practice. If I am unable to determine whether my actions are responding directly to 

space, or whether I am responding not only to direct criticism of my works, but criticism from 

decades ago, how can I be sure of the narrative that I am telling about the relationship 

between gender and geometry?  

 

Because of the interconnectivity of self-awareness and self-consciousness, I have concluded 

that it is inevitable that the self-correcting and self-sabotaging thoughts of the latter have 

crept into my practice, coming to inform the actions of my art-making. Sometimes this 

influence is overt, and sometimes it goes unobserved. When I think of disruption that self-

consciousness inspires, I am reminded of works exhibited by Consuelo Cavaniglia at PICA, 

Western Australia in 2015. Consuelo Cavaniglia: in the distance a pool of light was not what 

it seemed brought together paper drawings, tinted mirror works and large scale floor-based 

acrylic sculptures, culminating in a series of transparent and reflective planes, shadows and 

geometric lines [Fig.9]. Writing on Cavaniglia’s exhibition, curator and writer Sally Quinn 

illustrates the split subjectivity experienced by the viewer when walking through the gallery: 

 
12 Heyes, “Two Kinds of Awareness: Foucault, the Will, and Freedom in Somatic Practice,” 529 
13 Ibid., 530 
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“It’s a sensation we have all experienced. While crossing a public space, perhaps a department 

store or the foyer of a cinema, we suddenly encounter a wall of mirrors. Out of the corner of 

our eye we see a figure who treads the same path as us - an alien body who we do not seek 

to know and will never encounter again. And yet, in that same instant we recognise that this 

body passing in our peripheral vision is, in fact, our own […] We have viewed ourselves as 

though through a stranger’s eyes - and we may not like what we see”.14 Whilst this example 

locates a jarring experience of self in the viewer and not the artist, it begins to describe the 

feeling of registering yourself as an external entity, right before your actions are changed 

accordingly. Your original trajectory is then disturbed. This experience is also articulated by 

Cressida Heyes in connection to the male gaze; “It is a fine spring day, and with an utter lack 

of self-consciousness, I am bouncing down the street. Suddenly I hear men’s voices. Catcalls 

and whistles fill the air. These noises are clearly sexual in intent and they are meant for me; 

they come from across the street. I freeze… […] I have now been made into an object… There 

is an element of compulsion in this encounter, in the being-made-to-be-aware of one’s own 

flesh”.15 The self-consciousness I have experienced in relation to my practice is not related to 

the specifics of my body or its objectification. Instead, it is buried in the emotional readings 

that have been attributed to my work, and that I immediately link with gender. In the same 

way that the characters described by Heyes and Quinn are forced to consider themselves with 

a new air of uncertainty, I also look back at my handling of the grid and wonder if it betrays 

me by putting forward a fixed narrative of my female subjectivity. Being aware of this kind of 

scrutiny has brought cause for me to re-examine my actions and determine what they say 

about my relationship with the grid. 

 

 
14 Sally Quinn, “Surprising the Psyche: The Work of Consuelo Cavaniglia,” Consuelo Cavaniglia: in the distance a pool of light 
was not what it seemed, (Perth, Western Australia: PICA, 2015), 5. 
15 Heyes, “Two Kinds of Awareness: Foucault, the Will, and Freedom in Somatic Practice,” 529. 
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Figure 9. Consuelo Cavaniglia, Exhibition view of in the distance a pool of light was not what it seemed, 2015. Perth Institute of 

Contemporary Arts. Photo: Alessandro Bianchetti, URL: http://www.kronenbergwrightartistsprojects.com/artists/consuelo-cavaniglia/. 

Copyright 2015 by Consuelo Cavaniglia.  

Reprinted with permission. 

 

I am reminded of a work I exhibited in the VCA Research Masters Completion Seminar in April 

of 2019. This was a charcoal work drawn directly onto the wall and floor, revealing two 

rectilinear planes that met at the corner edge of the room [Fig.10]. Prior to this work, all my 

drawings had comprised of cool and pastel-coloured pencils that integrated tracing paper and 

the architecture of the space, giving the illusion of weightlessness [Fig.11]. I would work on each 

drawing with a desire to blur much of the hand gesture out through shading so that each 

expanse had the effect of water letting through patches of light. By contrast, the charcoal 

work was hastily applied directly to the wall and floor and had a heavy, velvet quality. In some 

sections, my hand gesture is plainly visible and has a sense of urgency.  

In part, I was interested in experimenting with a new material, particularly for the potential 

speed it offered in completing a work. However, I also know that it was done in response to 

a fear that my practice demonstrated too much hesitance and a lack of commitment 

to experimentation, a feeling which I have maintained for several years now. By applying 

charcoal directly onto the wall, I felt I was countering the appearance of hesitation.  
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Figure 10. Madeleine Lesjak-Atton, Untitled, 2019, Charcoal. VCA Artspace, Melbourne. Photo by Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. 

 

Without knowing in full what this black, rectangular work does for the representation of my 

female subjectivity, I am forced to look at what it offers when compared with works that 

preceded it (as well as what it omits). In this instance, the materiality is significantly altered 

in colour and texture while the shape remains dictated by the grid. It would seem that when 

forced to think about what conviction might look like, I have opted for a darker colour, making 

the shape somewhat grandiose and performative. Qualities which are absent in the work 

bring to light what it is I desire before self-consciousness prevails. Foremost, I desire for my 

works to be in aesthetic harmony with the space by echoing the gridded features of the 

architecture; however, I also desire for the space to become expressive and softened by them 

[fig.**]. These two requirements are oppositional and force the grid to compromise by allowing 

alternate lines and shaded expanses to appear within it. This is not to say that the black work 

is absent of this oppositional quality either. The disintegration of the charcoal into dust 

around the drawing was a pleasant discovery which I later imagined as a type of softness born 

out of pressure. I also found that in making the work I could not commit to covering the 

surface entirely, and purposefully left patches of varying transparency where the wall could 
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peek through from underneath. In this way, I hoped the work would remain open and active 

in the space, rather than opaque and static. 

 

 

Figure 11. Madeleine Lesjak-Atton, Untitled, 2019, Coloured pastel pencil, graphite pencil, trace paper, wood off-cut. VCA 

Artspace, Melbourne. Photo by Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. 

 

II. The Grid 

 

“The grid announces, among other things, modern art’s will to silence, its hostility to 

literature, to narrative, to discourse… the barrier it has lowered between the arts of 

vision and those of language has been almost totally successful in walling the visual arts 

into a realm of exclusive visuality and defending them against the intrusion of speech. 

The arts, of course, have paid dearly for this success, because the fortress they 

construed on the foundation of the grid has increasingly become a ghetto”.16  

 

This quote from Rosalind Krauss’s 1979 essay Grids examines the unfertile ground that the 

grid had created for itself leading into the 1980s, the legacy of which has become the 

 
16 Rosalind Krauss, “Grids,” October 9, Summer (1979): 50, Jstor Journals. 
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landscape where I locate my practice. Krauss suggests that these conditions are barren of 

language, rendering the grid immune to history, but not devoid of spirituality. She writes, “the 

grid’s mythic power is that it makes us able to think we are dealing with materialism (or 

sometimes science, or logic, while at the same time it provides us with release into belief (or 

illusion, or fiction)”.17 This duality frames the ambiguous crisis that I have experienced. In that 

crisis, I have felt compelling feelings of satisfaction, doubt and responsibility, and yet there 

remains a notion that the grid can (and possibly should) be handled with reason and logic. In 

the following chapter, I explore this appeal to logic through the claim that the grid holds an 

objective position in materiality.  

 

I have identified that my desire to act always gravitates around an assumed presence of the 

grid, with each expansive hive of drawn marks reaching out to find the grid’s lines of 

demarcation. The grid is an assumption that I rely on in my practice, as well as being an 

anchor. Because it is often used as a layout for our built environment, the grid has a presence 

in every space that I work in. In this way, I read it as both an ornament for my aesthetic 

pleasure and an instigator of structure. Previously, I have tried to act out my marks without 

imagining the border that surrounds it. What often results is a scrawl on the wall, something 

akin to what a child would take up before quickly becoming tired and abandoning the singular 

gesture. This reliance on the grid speaks more to the painter described by Sillman, looking to 

an overarching arrangement that guides the smaller gestures within.18  

A significant text that has come to inform my understanding of how I read space is Rosalind 

Krauss’s 1995 essay 'The Grid, the True Cross, the Abstract Structure’.19 This text grounds itself 

on a structuralist theory of the grid championed by philosopher and art critic Louis Marin, 

pointing to the great paradox of Piero della Francesca’s frescoes, The Legend of the True Cross 

[Fig.12]; that being, that whilst they use 'indirect' conventions of narrative to tell the story of 

past biblical events, the incitement of the grid in the very same frescoes places the viewer in 

a “deitic axis that connects one to its finding in the present”.20 Pictorial examples of the cross 

(and other variations of the grid) are thus designated as objects that are operated on, as well 

as being the subject that performs these operations. Krauss later uses this model of seeing 

 
17 Krauss, “Grids,” 54. 
18 “Conversation with Amy Sillman: Drawing in the Continuous Present.” 
19 Krauss, “The Grid, the True Cross, the Abstract Structure,” 302-312. 
20 Ibid., 305. 
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when discussing 20th century abstract painter, Agnes Martin. Martin’s works are seen to 

similarly permeate the structure of space, which Krauss posits in opposition to them being 

read as concealed landscapes of the abstract sublime:  

 

‘The “atmospheric” is, then, not an objective property of a work by Martin, but rather 

an integer of a system, one dependent upon the physical displacement of the viewer 

through space, one in which the hazy is explicitly contrasted to the opaque, the open to 

the closed, the luminous to the tactile. Which is to say that the three distances that 

organize the experience make it clear that /atmosphere/ is an effect set within a 

structure in which an opposite effect is also at work, and that it both defines and is 

defined by that opposite. The three distances, that is, transform the experience from 

an institution into a system, and convert atmosphere from a signified (the content of 

an image) into a signifier - /atmosphere/ - the open member of a differential series: 

wall/mist; weave/cloud; closed/open; form/formless.’21  

 

In this paragraph, Krauss introduces the terms ‘open’ and ‘closed’ which I have previously 

referred to when discussing my definition of satisfaction. Here Krauss reveals how 

atmosphere, a term which can be traditionally aligned with mood, should instead be viewed 

as definitive unit that sits on one side of the scale of two opposing material facts.  

 

Here I interject and point out that what I seek in my practice is the increasing dominance of 

the 'open' and 'formless' over a form that is closed. What has been confusing for me in this 

research is the perception that a theory of sexual difference and relational identity (as 

iterated by Luce Irigaray) has been employed in the world of geometry, such that, the figure 

of the male has become accustomed to having a claim over form, leaving the figure of the 

female with its opposite - the formless. This in turn has had consequences for my sense of 

responsibility to feminist theory, as I wonder whether I am continuing to tell a fixed narrative 

of female and male subjectivity.22  

 

 
21 Krauss, “The Grid, the True Cross, the Abstract Structure,” 308-309. 
22 My rationale for aligning a male subject with form and a female subject with the formless is explored in greater detail in 
chapter III.  
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Krauss goes on to argue that, while Agnes Martin creates an atmospheric “cloud” that one 

could charge as representative of the sublime, this cloud should instead be seen as an integer 

within a structure - ‘a visual signifier’ within the system of art. When viewed in this light, 

Martin could lay claim to her affiliations with the Greek classicists who similarly aspired to 

objectivism in “the highest throes of its dialectical development”, despite her apparent 

interest in formless-ness.23 Following this Structuralist argument, we can see that within the 

structure of the grid there exists a premise of objectivity wherein what is at first intuited as a 

feeling, or atmosphere, can be deduced as a visual effect caused by signifiers. 

 

 

 

Figure 12. Piero della Francesca, Adoration of the Holy Wood and the Meeting of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. Image 

taken from Travelling Tuscany website. Retrieved from 

http://www.travelingintuscany.com/art/pierodellafrancesca/historyofthetruecross/adorazionedellacroce_reginadisaba.ht

m. Copyright by Travelling Tuscany.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
23 Krauss, “The Grid, the True Cross, the Abstract Structure,” 310. 
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Figure 13. Agnes Martin, Untitled Number 5, 1975. Synthetic polymer paint and pencil on gesso on canvas. Accessed 5 

October 2019. Museum of Modern Art. Retrieved from https://www.moma.org/artists/3787. Copyright 2019 by Estate of 

Agnes Martin / Artists Rights Society. 

 

 

 

 

The Objective and the Non-Objective  

 

Much of my investigation into the grid has pointed me in the direction of its occupancy as a 

symbol of Modernism. This has generated doubt about my motives for celebrating a relic that 

may not benefit the circumstances of my subjectivity. However, I cannot deny that returning 

to the studio and inserting myself in this standardised shape has provided moments of relief 

amidst uncertainty. The grid provides an indefinite repetitious format on which I can act out 

different densities of shading without speculating or worrying about where the line should 

finish. I am left wondering whether this is a form of material objectivity and whether I do 

benefit from it.   

A comparable outline of this experience is spoken of by art historian, Alois Reigl. Riegl 

proposes that it is not the object that lacks objectivity, but the reflection of one’s own singular 
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point of view that throws the viewer into anguish: “he wants to argue, with this optical glitter 

organised into the very fabric of the object, it is the subject-viewer who has been fractured, 

having now been deprived of the security of a unitary vantage”.24 We come to understand 

that the fracture does not come from the object (in my instance, the grid), but the limited 

scope that is endowed on us in perceiving it. In a parallel articulation of Reigl’s argument, I 

am reminded of the fractured viewer in Consuelo Cavaniglia’s work, shocked by the 

occurrence of a secondary vantage point outside of their own. 

 

The argument for objectivity in the grid that is posed by Krauss in her essay on Pierro della 

Francesca’s frescoes is a decisive turn away from equivocal nature that was given to abstract 

geometry by Kazimir Malevich at the beginning of the 20th century. In 1915, the Russian artist 

unveiled his seminal painting, the Black Square, along with the birth of Suprematism in a move 

towards “absolute nonobjectivity”.25 For Malevich, “Black Square remained forever both an 

object-less speculative sign and a graphic visual sign, that is, the real, corporeal embodiment 

of human being’s creative resources, which are capable of giving them genuine equality with 

Nature and, hence, necessity as part of the universe. It was the ambivalent Black Square that 

both concealed and revealed the eternal, paradoxical formula, ‘Zero = All’ so beloved by the 

Suprematist.”26 Under Suprematism, Malevich argued for the primacy of pure feeling and 

sought out basic geometric forms as a means through which subjectivity could take shape. 

Though Krauss and Malevich both attribute a non-representative quality to the grid (or the 

square in the case of Malevich), the two diverge on where this conceptual groundwork leads. 

In Suprematism, Malevich envisions a fruitful space free of the deadweight of an objective, 

material world. By contrast, Krauss continually reasserts the grid’s resistance to change, 

issuing a lack of fertility: 

“Indeed, as we have more and more experience of the grid, we have discovered that one of 

the most modernist things about it is its capacity to serve as a paradigm or model for the 

antidevelopment, the antinarrative, the antihistorical”.27 By the latter half of the 20th century, 

 
24 Krauss, “The Grid, the True Cross, the Abstract Structure,” 310. 
25 Aleksandra Shatkikh, “Epilogue” in Black Square: Malevich and the Origin of Suprematism, (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2012), 272. 
26 Ibid., 274. 
27 Krauss, “Grids”, 64. 
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it seemed that the grid was no longer a shape that had the potential to express subjectivity 

because of its complete rejection of language.  

 

The fracture that objective materiality generates for the subject is also explored in the staged 

photographic works of German artist, Thomas Demand. In 2012, the AA Files featured an 

interview with Demand.28 Within the frame of architecture, the artist speaks of the human 

experience of objects and how they are anecdotally referred to, rather than being thought of 

in terms of universal concepts.29 When we view Demand’s works, a dream-like atmosphere 

inhabits his post-event scenes. Every image presents as a stage comprised of clean rectilinear 

forms, suggesting a preoccupation with ideal and non-ideal representations of reality [Fig.14]. 

While the artist states he switched from seeing the world in relation to ideal forms to one of 

anecdotal encounters, he still works with “the utopian sense of the object” in his models by 

omitting personal “wear and tear” details. He also states, “you don’t remember all the dents 

and creases. You remember the object as an object”.30 Working with direct representations 

of real places in the world, Demand speaks of a practice that promotes contingent 

experiences of reality, yet his aesthetic form opens areas of conflict wherein an objective 

structure of the world exists in memory. In my own practice, I would say that I have come to 

identify a desire to approach materiality with an understanding that it always contingent on 

a specific sequence of events, yet my subconscious tends to view the superstructure of this 

materiality just as Demand stages his photographs: fitted to a specific utopian set of parallel 

lines.  

 

 
28 Sylvie Taher and Thomas Demand, “Thomas Demand in conversation with Sylvie Taher”, AA Files 64 (2012): 30-36, Jstor 
Journals. 
29 Ibid., 31. 
30 Ibid., 31. 
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Figure 14. Thomas Demand, “Landing”. Image taken from AA Files, no.64 (2012) 35, reproduction of photographic artwork. 

Copyright 2006 by Thomas Demand.  

 

On the one hand, using this objective superstructure allows for a practice that can be 

unencumbered by thoughts or worries. I can have my body perform as I need in the moment 

and not feel threatened by its being tied to a narrative outside of my control. Instead it is 

simply responding to the architecture that is present. In this frame of mind, I have accepted 

the grid as an objective structure that makes sense of my activity without constraining it. It is 

a view of the grid that provides clarity in the immediate moment and has the capacity to 

ensure it goes on indefinitely.  

 

When I first decided to confront the doubts I have about the grid, I began trying to pin my 

practice down in narrative through drawings that accompanied stories [Fig. 15-16]. My rationale 

for this is tied to a view that 1960s Minimalism is the culprit that renders geometric shapes 

mere tools of neutrality and that by imbuing these shapes with narrative, I could reverse this 

outcome. In June 2018, I wrote: “Tracing the history of geometry, one can see a prevailing 

hold in Western representations of right-angle shapes in the recurrence of a Minimalist 

aesthetic that speaks to neutrality and a true way of being in the world. In an attempt to find 

alternate readings of these shapes, I am looking towards the narrative format as a potential 
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vehicle through which new histories for rectangles and squares can be construed”. This 

attempt to directly root the grid in narrative was not successful for multiple reasons. Firstly, 

the way I tried to utilise narrative was through figurative drawings of rectilinear shapes that I 

encountered in my day-to-day, an exercise that became disinteresting to me very quickly. This 

practice of drawing lost some of the meditative qualities which I previously enjoyed. Secondly, 

I felt the narratives I attached to these drawn studies were arbitrary details that I collated 

without a filter. What I found to be more relevant to the research was the fact that the 

different ways of handling of these shapes could illicit particular emotional reactions: 

sometimes this was a lack of interest and sometimes satisfaction. This provided a platform 

for my understanding of the grid as a space that was contaminated by my subjectivity. 

 

 

Figure 15. Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. Process shot of studio work showing figurative drawing to accompany journal entry, 

2018. The Stables, Victorian College of the Arts, Melbourne. Photo by Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. 
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Figure 16. Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. Process shot of studio work showing figurative drawing to accompany journal entry, 

2018. The Stables, Victorian College of the Arts, Melbourne. Photo by Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. 

 

III. Doubt and the Formless 

 

As previously stated, I have observed doubts I have about the forces that influence my mark-

making and the restrictions I place on myself by repeatedly seeking out the grid in my practice. 

I have speculated that the cause of this doubt relates to the specifics of my personality and 

personal experiences that have helped manifest these feelings. I have also thought that 

perhaps the characteristics of doubt and the primacy of feeling are projected onto female 

artists more frequently than male artists, particularly those working with forms made popular 

by Minimalism in the 1960s and 1970s. To this end, I foresee a binary split for geometry in 
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which an unambiguous form is more readily associated with male subjects, while that which 

is equivocal and formless is designated to female subjects. What has also become central to 

my research alongside this perception of gender bias is the role that the grid plays in 

generating doubt despite (and perhaps because of) its appeal to objectivity.  

As well as trying to delineate the cause of doubt, I have also started to question what its 

generative qualities might be. What role does doubt play in the outcome of my final body of 

work? To answer some of the questions outlined above, I look to the public portrayal and 

written works of Agnes Martin and Eva Hesse. This chapter explores the emergence of 

uncertainty in my practice and looks to preceding discourse in order to ascertain whether 

there is a connection between doubt and the grid. 

 

The Emergence of Doubt 

 

The realisation that scepticism resides in my practice came about through communication 

with others when trying to articulate what is occurring when I draw. I found that it was 

difficult to articulate what drives my desire to shade in rectilinear forms, and often reached 

for the first thing that seemed to resonate with this - principles of Minimalism. In her PhD 

thesis, Materialising Feminism: Object and Interval, Caroline Phillips describes a common 

experience when encountering Minimalism: 

 

 “Minimalist art, traditionally, has aimed for a certain neutrality. Mainstream accounts 

of minimalist sculpture frame the minimalist object (of the 1960s) as divested of 

meaning, existing for its own material sake and suppressing the subjectivity of 

expression. Although Minimalism itself was not a discrete art movement nor a cohesive 

group of artists, in this context I am referring to the group of male artists in New York 

that came to be known as the main proponents of Minimalism; Robert Morris, Frank 

Stella, Donald Judd, Tony Smith, Carl Andre, Richard Serra, Dan Flaven and Sol LeWitt.”31 

 

 
31 Caroline Phillips, Materialising Feminism: Object and Interval, 2017, 81. https://search-ebscohost-
com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b6445693&site=eds-live&scope=site.  
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Following on from the insertion of Minimalism into my practice, doubt began to appear in my 

written journal entries. In February of this year, I reflected on my distrust of the grid after 

being exposed to the dysfunction of a character in a novel, causing me to speculate whether 

I shared any of these obsessive symptoms. I wrote:  

 

February 2019 

Underpinning this confused feeling of loyalty and distrust towards the grid is the 

question of my belonging in it. I find this problematic because I am continually trying to 

insert myself in a space that is gridded, but it is a possibility that we are an inadequate 

match. I recently considered the harm this may be doing when reading fictional novel, 

The Museum of Innocence. The Museum of Innocence tells the story of Kemal, a young 

Turkish man living amongst the bourgeoisie of Istanbul. Kemal’s life comes undone 

when he becomes infatuated with a shopgirl (Fusun), who disappears from his life and 

for whom he dedicates his existence from that point on. This form of dedication is 

sought through retracing spaces she has been (a poorer community within Istanbul) and 

surrounding himself with possessions she has come into contact with. His family’s 

abandoned apartment comes to represent the Museum of Fusun, where he continually 

reorganises and curates her possessions as it comes to be the only place where he can 

find calm amidst displacement. We can speculate that had Kemal been able to reorient 

himself around something or someone else that didn’t splinter his existence, making 

him dependent on particular objects and spaces, perhaps his life would have been 

improved. 32 

 

At around the same time that I was reading this novel, I gave thought to the type of character 

I was presenting to the world in the repetitive up-and-down drawing action I was pursuing. I 

contemplated the type of “role playing” that was being “construed through repetition… A 

repetition of gestures … What sort of character are you according to your repetitive gestures 

and the type of gestures you commit to? Obsessive, worrying, compulsive?”33 It seemed that 

I could be revealing uncertainty in having to repeat the same action again and again, as if 

trying to convince myself of something that I was not able to.  

 
32 Orhan Pamuk, The Museum of Innocence (London: Faber and Faber Limited, 2009) 
33 This is a quote from my journal entries written in January 2019. 
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Figure 17 (left). Madeleine Lesjak-Atton, Image from exhibition, Moving Towards Intimacy, 2019. Trace paper, graphite 

pencil, digital photograph. VCA Artspace, Melbourne. Photo by Eric Jong. 

Figure 18 (right). Madeleine Lesjak-Atton, Image from exhibition, Moving Towards Intimacy, 2019. Trace paper, graphite 

pencil, digital photograph. VCA Artspace, Melbourne. Photo by Eric Jong.  

 

Minimalism: A Clumsy Eternity 

 

In this research, I have intentionally framed a Minimalist patriarchal narrative of what is 

objective and what is subjective in materiality as harmful. This resonates with both former 

and contemporary art criticism. In 1984, artist Peter Halley wrote The Crisis of Geometry, 

questioning the unprecedented importance of geometry in public iconography and the 

presumption that one can rid shapes of all signifying functions.34 Pre-dating this, artist Robert 

Smithson writes a somewhat obscure account of his visit to a town just outside New Jersey. 

Smithson’s scrutiny of the mundane monuments and architectural shapes made popular by 

 
34 Peter Halley, “The Crisis in Geometry,” Arts Magazine 58, 10 (1984): 111-115, URL: https://www.peterhalley.com/crisis-
in-geometry 
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Minimalist artists amounts to what he describes as a bleak settlement that rejects a coherent 

history, a “clumsy eternity”. He writes, “I am convinced the future is lost somewhere in the 

dumps of the non-historical past”.35  

Anna C. Chave’s article Minimalism and Biography examines the relationship between the 

Minimalist movement, its indispensable male figures and its peripheral female figures, giving 

rise to the idea that Minimalism, as it was in its prime, invokes a bias when selecting gender. 

“At issue are the consequences not only of the discounting of disuse of biography but also of 

a partial or uneven use of biographical information relative to the male and female artists in 

question, and relative to a certain of the critics who bear responsibility for the imposing face, 

or facelessness, that Minimalism has come to assume in the public eye”.36  

In the three critiques I have just referenced, we see a disapproval of the way Minimalism 

organizes the conditions in which its subjects exist. This type of criticism can also be located 

in a contemporary setting. The specific criticisms offered by Anna C. Chave were revisited in 

2017 when the Shulamit Nazarian gallery hosted Escape Attempts, a group exhibition of seven 

international female artists “working in dialogue with the legacy of minimal art [with] work 

that both acknowledges and subverts the practice of their predominantly male forebears”.37 

Two years prior to this, Reductive Minimalism: Women Artists in Dialogue, 1960-2014 was 

exhibited at the University of Michigan Museum of Art. The exhibition’s publication made 

note of Minimalism’s “prominent, mostly male practitioners”, the “restrained”, “intimate” 

and “personal” works of Minimalist women painters and the “relative isolation” that these 

women found themselves in in the process of making works.38  

 

This long-standing discussion of gender bias in the Minimalist movement takes a binary stance 

wherein subjects are seen as either male or female / other. It does not represent the 

multiplicity or fluidity of how gender identity is being discussed at present. As a person who 

identifies as female, I found it was very easy to fall into this binary mode of thinking, and it 

has subsequently dominated the direction of my research. Being invested in forms th at 

 
35 Robert Smithson, “The Monuments of Passaic”, Artforum 6, 4 (1967): 56, Database: Artforum International  
36 Anna C Chave, “Minimalism and Biography”, Art Bulletin -New York- 82, 1 (2000): 151. Database name: British Library 
Document Supply Centre Inside Serials & Conference Proceedings 
37 “Escape Attempts: Curated by Dr. Kathy Battista”, Shulamit Nazarian Los Angeles, accessed 5 October 2019, 
http://www.shulamitnazarian.com/exhibition/escape-attempts/ 
38 “Reductive Minimalism: Women Artists in Dialogue, 1960-2014”, University of Michigan, Museum of Art, accessed 5 
October 2019, https://umma.umich.edu/exhibitions/2014/reductive-minimalism-women-artists-in-dialogue-1960-2014 



 42 

appeared to be born out of a historically ‘male’ field of interest invited doubts about whether 

my own works bore any relevance for a contemporary female audience. Did this somehow 

mean I wasn’t fulfilling my responsibility as a woman? Was I continuing a dialogue that in 

which all the terms had been stipulated by men? For me, much of the groundwork that 

supported these doubts was laid down by anecdotal experiences, like my visit to the Art 

Gallery of New South Wales in the year of my Honours research: 

 

Two years ago, I went on a trip with my Honours cohort (from UNSW Art and Design) to 

see The National 2017 at the Art Gallery of New South Wales. It was to be “the first of 

three biennial surveys presenting the latest ideas and forms in contemporary Australian 

art”39. We were taken on a tour by the show’s curator, Anneke Jaspers, and brought 

first to Emily Floyd’s work Kesh Alphabet (2017), located in the second half of the gallery 

foyer [Fig.19]. Kesh Alphabet “draws on the legacies of modernist abstraction, feminist 

design and radical politics”, referencing “a fictional alphabet described by the feminist 

science-fiction writer Ursula Le Guin in her 1985 novel Always Coming Home”.40 The 

work itself is comprised of curved aluminium sculptures, spelling out the Kesh noun 

‘banhe’, which translates into English as 'inclusion', 'insight' and 'female orgasm'. When 

introducing the work, Anneke Jaspers informed the cohort about the intentional 

decision to place the work in a traditionally masculine brutalist space, making reference 

to the concrete grid that overlaid the ceiling.  Because of the feminist themes of the 

work, as well as the physicality of its rounded corners and curved oval shapes, the 

architectural contrast of the space was thought to invite reflection about the male 

overtures that exist in art institutions generally. In this oppositional framework, the 

form pertaining to the grid is allocated to the masculine, while that which is curved and 

malleable is allocated to the female.  

 
39 “The National 2017”, The Art Gallery of New South Wales, accessed 5 October 2019, 
https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/exhibitions/the-national-2017/ 
40 “The National 2017: Emily Floyd, Kesh Alphabet”, The Art Gallery of New South Wales, accessed 5 October 2019, 
https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/collection/works/292.2016/ 
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Figure 19. Emily Floyd, Kesh Alphabet, 2017. Digital photograph. Image courtesy of the Art Gallery of New South Wales. 

URL: https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/collection/works/292.2016/. Copyright 2017 by Art Gallery of New Wales. 

Reprinted with permission.  

 

I interpreted this comment as an acceptance that hard-edged rectilinear shapes have the 

capacity to represent the male sex whilst women have more of an affiliation with soft, circular 

shapes.  

 

Agnes Martin, Eva Hesse and a Female Characterisation of Conviction and 

Uncertainty 

 

Personal experiences like these have generated questions for me in my own practice. I am 

curious about this perception of geometry and its ability to signal gender. I have, at times, 

intuited a sphere of alienation that follows those who sympathise with Minimalist forms, 

particularly for those who are female. In this respect, I turn to Agnes Martin and Eva Hesse. 

Before investigating their private motivations and public personas, I immediately liked the 

works of both artists for similar reasons: I enjoyed the repeated use of geometry in Martin’s 

drawn works and Hesse’s sculpture and installation works. I also enjoyed the quality of 

softness that both artists create. Rosalind Krauss has referred to this aspect in Martin’s work 

as a cloud, an openness, an atmosphere. Martin herself ruminates on this quality in her 
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writing: “My formats are square, but the grids are never absolutely square; they are 

rectangles, a little off the square, making a sort of contradiction, a dissonance, though I didn’t 

set out to do it that way. When I cover the square surface with rectangles, it lightens the 

weight of the square, destroys its power”.41 Eva Hesse generates this quality of softness in an 

irregular, handmade aesthetic that produces repetition with materials traditionally 

associated with mass-production. This combination has been described as a meeting of both 

“the Classical order” and “the Romantic order” - “one is masculine and the other is 

feminine”.42  

Eva Hesse’s career took place in the direct aftermath of Minimalism and saw the integration 

of industrial materials with painterly gestures, a “strange, eccentric combination” for the 

time.43 The alien quality of the work, combined with the turbulent biography of the artist and 

the publication of her private diaries has culminated to provide an excess of fodder when 

speculating about the mixing of Hesse’s personal life and her art practice, implying her erratic 

character was bursting at the seams of both. This obsession with “the tragic facts of her life, 

which she herself admittedly had emphasised” did not escape attention of feminist critics: 

“by the time the Guggenheim Museum’s exhibition of Hesse’s work opened in December 

1972, she had become a stereotype, or myth, the art world’s answer to Sylvia Plath and Diane 

Arbus. That she did not commit suicide and had, on the contrary, an immensely strong will to 

live and to work, was ignored”.44 It would seem that the hysteria associated with her public 

image and the turbulent mood swings that can be perceived in her personal diaries were 

collapsed into the reading of her artworks. To this end, the formless defiant qualities that 

inhabit Hesse’s practice are not seen solely as a way in which geometry is challenged but are 

also discussed as signals of an emotional registrar let loose on the neutrality of geometry.  

In my reading of Hesse’s works, I see a softening of the hard edges of Minimalism. Whereas I 

have come to attribute similar aesthetic qualities in my practice to a feeling of doubt, I do not 

believe that this is the case for Hesse. Instead, it would be more appropriate to emphasise 

the dark sense of humour that found its way creeping into her handling of materials, which 

has alternately been described as “Romantic Irony”.45 Romantic irony “is a natural tool of the 

 
41 Agnes Martin, Writings / Schriften, (Ostfildern: Cantz-Verlag, 1992), 29 
42 Wojciech Szymanski, “All about Eve. Eva Hesse and Post-Minimalist Romantic Irony”, RIHA Journal 82 (2014), 3, 
Directory of Open Access Journals 
43 Szymanski, “All about Eve. Eva Hesse and Post-Minimalist Romantic Irony”, 2 
44 Ibid., 11. 
45 Ibid., 14. 
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consciousness in the state of war, facing a flood of dehumanised languages, reifying natural 

facts, and objectifying social situations. Therefore, the basic context for irony is a situation of 

subjective-objective split”.46 In contrast to doubt, Hesse’s practice appears to take a defiant 

stance against the neutrality offered by her male contemporaries. My initial question then 

shifts from one that concerns doubt and the grid to one which asks whether women have 

been forced to take up that which is formless if men have already made a claim for that which 

has form. 

 

 

Figure 20. Eva Hesse. Expanded Expansion, 1969. Fiberglass, polyester resin, latex, and cheesecloth. Digital Image. 

Guggenheim Museum, New York. https://www.guggenheim.org/artwork/1648. Copyright 1975 by Solomon R. 

Guggenheim Museum, New York Gift, Family of Eva Hesse, 1975 

 

In contrast to this, Agnes Martin pursued the square and its rectilinear variants with a public 

persona that alluded to heroism and earnestness. To a large extent, the characterisation of 

Martin by critics and historians has been curated in accordance with limited scope of 

information she offered to the public. Martin is often portrayed as singular and evasive. This 

method of the self-creation and preservation included the destruction of many works as she 

sought forms of perfection without the appearance of human struggle, and by also concealing 

 
46 Szymanski, All about Eve. Eva Hesse and Post-Minimalist Romantic Irony”, 14 
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the influence of others on her practice.47 In her book Writings/ Schriften, she writes, “The 

struggle of existence, non-existence is not my struggle. The establishment of the perfect state 

not mine to do. Being outside that struggle I turn to perfection as I see it in my mind, and as I 

also see it with my eyes even in the dust”.48 For Martin, perfection does exist, but can only be 

perceived in the mind.49 She devotes herself to the grid throughout her entire career in an 

attempt to translate this perfection to materiality. Returning to Rosalind Krauss, we can see 

the pattern of this kind of thinking in artists who become enamoured with the grid:  

 

“If we open any tract - Plastic Art and Pure Plastic Art or The Non-Objective World, for 

instance - we will find that Mondrian and Malevich are not discussing the canvas or 

pigment or graphite or any other form of matter. They are talking about Being or Mind 

or Spirit. From their point of view, the grid is a staircase to the Universal, and they are 

not interested in what happens below in Concrete.”50  

 

For Agnes Martin, one must concede defeat when practicing art to progress in any meaningful 

sense. She expresses sentiments of helplessness, failure and disappointment with regards to 

the unwavering commitment to perfection that she sees in her mind. Martin never entertains 

the idea that paying homage to ideals that aren’t tangible could be damaging or incorrect. In 

this respect, Martin is like Hesse in that she does not appear to doubt the subject she is 

committed to, and yet, alludes to a dissatisfaction in its pursuit. For Martin, “increased 

awareness means increased disappointments”.51  

In her practice, Martin makes a strong claim for an ownership of form. Throughout her career, 

she rarely strayed from the square canvas or a rectilinear grid. As Krauss argues, Martin 

challenges the traditional definition of the formless by rendering it the oppositional material 

fact of form. By employing form and the formless, the artist asserts an ownership of both. 

Martin’s works suggest that in either embodiment, both form and formless-ness are always 

present as the defining quality of each other.  

 

 
47 Suzanne Hudson, Agnes Martin: Night Sea, (London: Afterall Books, 2016)  
48 Martin, Writings / Schriften, “notes”, 16 
49 Ibid., 1-16 
50 Krauss, “Grids”, 52 
51 Martin, Writings / Schriften, 69 
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In my own works, I have identified a similar appeal to softness to that of Agnes Martin and 

Eva Hesse through a repetitive action that reveals where the hand has been and (over the 

course of time and depending on one’s distance) becomes a blur of different tones and 

varying densities. If I compare myself with Hesse and Martin, I can say that the way we each 

display discomfort in our own practice, but the manifestation of this is not singular. As I have 

reiterated several times, my discomfort is revealed through doubt of the motivating factors 

that prop up my practice. Through a humorous handling of industrial materials, Hesse subtly 

reveals contempt through irony. In her solid commitment to the grid which she endeavoured 

to paint on 6-foot-square canvases throughout her career, Martin has made herself a kind of 

martyr, dedicated to a form of perfection that she felt would never be truly represented in 

her work. Each manifestation conveys a subjective handling of geometry, and prompts me to 

question whether acknowledging such a thing is antithetical to non-hierarchal framing of 

gender and geometry.  

 

 

Figure 21. Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. Image from exhibition, Moving Towards Intimacy, 2019. Trace paper, graphite pencil, 

digital photograph. VCA Artspace, Melbourne. Photo by Eric Jong. 
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IV. Material Relief  

 

In previous chapters I have argued that my studio work is generative of doubt and affirms the 

grid. I will now take the time to show how the work simultaneously undoes some of these 

qualities by allowing me to undermine the grid and create an avenue where I can be quietly 

assertive. I have come to think of this type of assertiveness as taking many forms: repetition, 

obsession, inquisition, covering, cutting and composition. There is also gnawing. When I think 

of gnawing as an assertive action, I am reminded of the damage that can be inflicted by 

termites. Whilst relatively miniscule when compared to the buildings they inhabit, the 

damage that termites can inflict is sometimes insurmountable. My visualisation of this action 

borrows from Janine Antoni's “manic feminist riff of the Minimalist cube” in her work, Gnaw 

[Fig.22].52 The 272kg cube of chocolate and the 272kg cube of lard, which was gnawed by the 

artist over a month and a half, stand together as relics of Minimalism which have then been 

hesitantly, yet obsessively consumed, leaving two disfigured cubes with rounded corners and 

teeth indents.  

 

 

Figure 22. Janine Antoni, Gnaw, 1992. Image retrieved from http://www.janineantoni.net/gnaw. Copyright 1992 by Janine 

Antoni.  

 
52 Robin Cembalest, “Self-Portrait of the Artist as a Self-Destructing Chocolate Head,” Artnews, published 21 February 
2013, http://www.artnews.com/2013/02/21/chocolate-self-portraits-by-janine-antoni-and-dieter-rot/ 
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Looking to the material elements of my research provides a welcome break from the 

continual onslaught of questions that occur outside of the studio. When I say material, I refer 

to both the practice of drawing, including tools, light and surface and the studio space in 

which it occurs. Both the physical gesture of drawing and the designated space where it is 

articulated are the means I possess to resist doubt and resist the grid. To a large extent, the 

studio is representative of the grid. The VCA studios reiterates the grid through its 

architecture via a series of plaster walls that divide the space into cubicles. Through my 

practice, I acknowledge the traditions of studio-based drawing practice by using tools like 

graphite and charcoal, and by unconsciously seeking out a rectilinear frame in which to place 

my works. However, with the very same tools and drawing technique, I allow myself to gnaw 

at the architecture that supports my practice through sheer advancement of the action: a 

small scrawl becomes a vast expanse; vertical shading becomes a cut, a cut can dismount a 

wall.  

 

The Frame of Research and Material Thinking 

 

In my frame of research, I would argue that the introduction of geometry as a binary space 

was, in part, encouraged by a widely-practiced research method that encourages the artist to 

identify core features of their work and find other artists who display aesthetic sympathies. 

In my case, I was introduced almost immediately to the world of Minimalism, and then Post-

Minimalism and Romantic Conceptualism. In her PhD on teaching pedagogies within art 

education in the United Kingdom, Amba Sayal-Bennett articulates a similar observation about 

the traditions of practice-based research:   

 

“It is through making that my practice becomes theory-generating. I want to suggest 

that UK studio-based art education has developed with a particular theory of 

materiality, and that this perspective is implicit within writing on studio art practice. The 

problem that I explore can therefore be located within a particular body of discourse 
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that I assert does not give agency to matter. This spans both historical and existing 

discourses of studio based arts pedagogy”.53 

 

This focus on the generative qualities of material thinking is similarly addressed by Barbara 

Bolt in ‘The Magic is in the Handling’, wherein the importance of the collaboration between 

artist and material is emphasised over that of artist and writer:  

 

“Words may allow us to articulate and communicate the realisations that happen 

through material thinking, but as a mode of thought, material thinking involves a 

particular responsiveness to or conjunction with intelligence of materials and processes 

in practice. Material thinking is the logic of practice.”54 

 

Examining this argument for material thinking has prompted me to ask: what has been the 

most generative of the bulk of my research content - that which I have come to characterise 

as doubt?  

On the one hand, I believe the common practice of looking to well-known discourse within 

art has been obscuring and introduced uncertainty about what the material is saying. Added 

to this are the personal experiences I have had that have fed the direction of my research. On 

the other hand, one could also make an argument that the material elements of my practice 

embody characteristics of doubt irrespective of former discourse. The insistence on repetitive 

quiet shading could be intuited as a question being broached over and over again. This 

questioning might also extend to the perpetual filling of square forms in search of satisfaction. 

Are the themes I have been discussing manifested in the material because of my research, or 

were these qualities always present irrespectively?  

The material component of my practice provides an avenue to work through these concerns 

and has built a new platform (outside of former discourse) on which I can examine which 

actions are hesitant and which actions are assertive.  

 

 
53 Amba Sayal-Bennett, Posthuman Pedagogy: Affective Learning Encounters in Studio Art Practice (London, Goldsmiths, 
University of London, 2018), 27 
54 Barabra Bolt, “the Magic is in the Handling”, Practice As Research: Approaches to Creative Arts Enquiry (London, I.B. 
Taurius & Company, 2010), 30 
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To better articulate where I think material thinking comes into my practice, I turn now to two 

works that both affirm and challenge the grid. 

 

Untitled 2019: Graphite pencil on wall, plaster board of studio wall. This work began as a 

shaded graphite drawing that used the parallel lines of the wall as a guide for composition, 

taking cues from the structure of the studio space [Fig. 23]. After some time spent looking at it 

the confines of my studio, I washed the wall and painted over half of it with white paint to 

match the adjoining walls. I then scratched into the wall with a utility knife, trying to replicate 

the action of the shaded expanse next to it with a more intensified gesture. In some segments, 

I could peel away portions of the paint without too much damage to the cardboard layer 

underneath. In other sections, I have taken off the cardboard and permeated the layer of 

plaster. I made a particularly joyful discovery where the edge of the drawing meets the 

carving marks, finding that the plaster in this section of the wall is a discoloured white-beige, 

whilst the rest of the plaster remains a sterile bone white. In October of this year, I cut around 

this section of the wall, taking out the sheet of plaster that forms the studio wall and leaving 

the timber underneath exposed. Shading the rectilinear shape lead to a series of queries that 

need to be satisfied, leading to both the undoing and re-doing of the grid outline.  

 

 

Figure 23. Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. Process shot of studio work showing drawn shaded area before wall extraction, 2018. 

The Stables, Victorian College of the Arts, Melbourne. Photo by Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. 
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Figure 24. Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. Process shot of studio work showing filled wall after extraction, 2019. The Stables, 

Victorian College of the Arts, Melbourne. Photo by Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. 

 

What stands out before anything else in this process is that the drawing technique that I have 

avidly pursued in smaller projects can only be sustained for so long before a more intensified 

action feels necessary. After a certain amount of time spent becoming acquainted with the 

space through this action, the feeling associated with this blurred inscription loses 

satisfaction. Whilst a right-angle form is almost always the trigger needed to initiate drawing, 

and remains my key motivator for action, this shape loses its power when the hand begins to 

seek out alternate areas that introduce dissonance to the square form. I propose that this 

new feeling of dissatisfaction is linked to the closed materiality that is offered in a shape that 

tries to announce its autonomy. I have previously intuited this closed feeling in shapes that 
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are painted in one opaque colour, and it is for this reason that I do not pursue squares and 

rectangles in this way.  

Ultimately, what I extract from these observations is an attempt to undermine the grid. If the 

initial motivation was to respond to the grid and affirm some of its qualities, the practice of 

drawing eventually leads to an undoing by suggesting alternate possibilities. The hand’s 

action naturally seeks out spaces that are antithetical to the grid through differing depths of 

tone and intensity in the mark; through descending or ascending gestures that creep outside 

of the parameters of the grid; in the dried dust of the paster as it falls apart onto the floor; in 

cuts that invert lines; and in the soft shades that imply a formlessness, much like a cloud.  

 

Openly defying the grid in this way has returned agency and assertion to my practice.  I first 

started contemplating this move away from doubt in a work I began late last year: Untitled 

2018-19. A0 laser print, plasterboard sheet, graphite pencil, pastel pencil. The A0 print depicts 

a drawing I did in the studio directly onto the wall. Completing the drawing took months, and 

became one of my largest works in the studio to date. However, as with the work I have 

described above, the drawing became tired in my eyes and so I decided to remove it. Prior to 

washing the drawing off the wall, I took photos of the work and had them printed on A0 

80gsm paper in black and white. 
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Figure 25. Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. Process shot of studio work torn AO print, 2019. The Stables, Victorian College of the 

Arts, Melbourne. Photo by Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. 
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Figure 26. Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. Process shot of studio work torn AO print, 2019. The Stables, Victorian College of the 

Arts, Melbourne. Photo by Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. 

 

I then applied one of the prints to plasterboard with adhesive, purposefully tearing through 

segments of the drawing to leave shredded ends of white paper and the layer of cardboard 

underneath. I then began drawing on top of both the print and the torn areas with graphite 

and pastel pencil, continuing the shaded expanse as if the print had never been torn apart in 

the first place.  
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This work relocates the physical drawing on the studio wall into a portable, enlarged print. In 

doing so, I can get in between the smallest gaps of my wall drawing with a pencil, examining 

the tiny areas that I missed in my original mark-making where the painted surface was too 

uneven and my hand gesture had become tired and imprecise. I am also able to hold this new 

representation of the wall in my hand, apply it to the same material that the wall was 

originally made of and physically shred the first layer off its backing. It is gnawing of a different 

kind, where I can go back for more through manipulation of material. At first, this is in the 

demotion of the original drawing on the wall to a photo representation. This photo is then 

rematerialized as a fragment of a wall on a plasterboard substitute. The print is then picked 

at and sliced, with strips torn off, and then marked with pencil to cover over where the print 

has been damaged. To borrow from a description of Janine Antoni’s Gnaw, this kind of 

“manic”, deconstructive handling of material suggests the focus of someone who is 

emotionally invested in the object in question. I am reminded of Jorg Heiser’s observations 

on Romantic Conceptualism in his article, “Emotional Rescue”:  

 

“It is not coincidental that Sol LeWitt, in his 1967 'Paragraphs on Conceptual Art', 

stated: 'It is the objective of the artist who is concerned with Conceptual art to make 

his work mentally interesting to the spectator, and therefore usually he would want 

it to become emotionally dry. [...] The expectation of an emotional kick, to which one 

conditioned to Expressionist art is accustomed, [...] would deter the viewer from 

perceiving this art.' At that time, distinguishing Conceptual art from what had become 

the cliché of artistic subjectivity, the emotional pathos of Expressionism, may have 

seemed fundamentally necessary. And yet these are still strange and anything but 

self-explanatory claims: why should a spectator not be able to find a piece 'mentally 

interesting' and emotionally rich? Why would an 'emotional kick' inevitably deter from 

perceiving the Conceptual? Could it not be quite the opposite: that charging a concept 

with an emotional investment, or subjecting emotions to a Conceptual approach, 

might focus rather than distract?”55 

 

 
55 Jorg Heiser, “Emotional Rescue”, Frieze Magazine website, published 11 November 2002, 
https://frieze.com/article/emotional-rescue 
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By imbuing the grid with emotional attributes as one pays homage to it, the limits of its scope, 

as it has been traditionally discussed, are brought into focus. Why should a cornerstone 

symbol of modernism that invites gesture in this iteration of practice-led research be 

generative of doubt? In the same way that I have investigated the ironic qualities in the Post-

Minimalist works of Eva Hesse and Agnes Martin’s confessions of dissatisfaction, I query here 

why the grid continues to offer hostility towards subjectivity when artists have time and time 

again dedicated themselves to the grid in a way that suggests it invites emotional speculation.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Research into my practice has ultimately been a discussion of how subjects navigate 

oppositional framework within geometry. This discussion includes a multiplicity of instances 

where I have had to employ binary terminology when assessing the grid. This terminology 

includes male and female, open and closed, form and formless, conviction and doubt, 

satisfaction and neutrality, objectivity and non-objectivity.   

  

What is plainly apparent is that my practice seeks out the increasing dominance of the 'open' 

and 'formless' over forms that are closed. Consequently, I have speculated what this means 

for my responsibility to feminist theory and whether it fixes my practice in a narrative of 

gender bias that is outdated.  

  

Seeking out the formless has also brought to light my dependence on form in order to move 

from one iteration to the next. I believe that this is the reason I choose to affirm the grid when 

entering a space and at the beginning of each work. 

  

Above all else, this research has demonstrated the importance of feeling within my practice, 

where satisfaction dictates the movement of the drawing. Because if my dissatisfaction with 

closed rectilinear shapes, my marks seek to break apart the parameters stipulated by the grid. 

Looking at the works of two artists whom I admire reveals a trend of this kind of feeling-

oriented work, where closed, traditional forms of geometry have not satisfied the desires of 

the subjects who handle them. My conclusion to this research does not comment on whether 



 58 

certain shapes are more aligned with a specific gender. Instead, it confirms that it is not doubt 

that governs my practice, but a fierce conviction about what is satisfying and what is not.  
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Figures 27-28. Madeleine Lesjak-Atton, Studio Wall, 2019. Images from VCA Graduate Exhibition 2019. The Stables, 

Victorian College of the Arts, Melbourne. Photo by William Normyle. 
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Figures 29-30. Top: Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. Images from VCA Graduate Exhibition 2019. The Stables, Victorian College of 

the Arts, Melbourne. Photo by William Normyle. Bottom: Madeleine Lesjak-Atton, Charcoal, 2019. Images from VCA 

Graduate Exhibition 2019. The Stables, Victorian College of the Arts, Melbourne. Photo by William Normyle. 
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Figures 31-32. Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. Images from VCA Graduate Exhibition 2019. The Stables, Victorian College of the 

Arts, Melbourne. Photo by William Normyle.  
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Figures 33-34. Madeleine Lesjak-Atton. Images from VCA Graduate Exhibition 2019. The Stables, Victorian College of the 

Arts, Melbourne. Photo by William Normyle.  
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