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A small blue gouache from 1964 (fig. 18, detail opposite) by Eva Hesse—at first sight it’s
impossible to tell whether this is an early painting or a late work. In it there are four rows of
three windowlike fields or boxes placed right up against the left edge of the sheet. Enclosed in
a grid of yellow-brown lines, the fields are filled with opaque paint, but not evenly: the blue is
varyingly dense and has a whole range of different nuances. Lines have been spontaneously
scratched into the wet paint in all but two of the fields: one contains a large X and the other
an arrow. This work is dated 1964 by the artist. That places it at the midway point of Hesse’s
œuvre, but more than that, it looks like a hinge connecting two phases of her work. In the
time between her first drawings, in 1960, and her death, in 1970, Hesse traveled a long way;
she tried out all sorts of things but always proved to be astoundingly surefooted. Consequently,
Hesse’s art derives its coherence not from its external appearance, not from a particular technique or medium, but from the structure of her work and from her approach. Boxes characterize and form a nexus of Hesse’s unusual œuvre.
The word “boxes,” in stylized uppercase letters, straddles the center of another drawing
from 1964, No title (fig. 14). Hesse is referring here not just to a shape but also to an organizational principle, which she had already used in her earliest works. It was a coincidence that she
should happen to include this word in one of her works in exactly the same year that Virginia
Dwan put on an exhibition titled Boxes in her Los Angeles gallery, which told the story of a
“genre” that had become popular amongst artists from Joseph Cornell to Fluxus and beyond.1
The box, an offshoot of the modernist grid, is derived from the shape of the picture plane;
it confines certain parts, it is an internal frame and a common denominator for multifarious
components; it anchors events and orders them. The box, as a symbolic element that has a
structural function in both painting and drawing, had found its way into postwar American
art thanks to Cubism and to Mondrian’s successors, and not least to Adolph Gottlieb.
In a painting done in 1961 (fig. 1) a box, with multiple outlines, counterbalances a
grotesque, off-center stick figure. The indeterminate, fluid space of the drawings Hesse did in
1963—she herself called it “wild space”2—is initially occupied by monochrome, planar forms
(fig. 6); these soon morphed into crowded, contoured fields. In No title (fig. 14) figurative allusions—facial features, red lips—appear to have been tamed and put on a par with graphic components. Fields become boxes, frames become containers for pictorial signs and scribbles, even
for materials. This continues in several of Hesse’s first objects, starting at the end of 1965 with the
relief Ishtar and followed soon after by the sculpture Laocoon ( 1966). Recalling the scratched
lines in the blue gouache of 1964, Inside I and Inside II ( both 1967; figs. 17, 16, following page)

below: Inside I, 1967, acrylic, papier-mâché, wood, cord, and wire, 12 x 12 x 12 inches.
Private collection. Courtesy Hauser & Wirth.
above: Inside II, 1967, acrylic, papier-mâché, sawdust, wood, cord, metal, and paper, 51⁄4 x 7 x 7 inches.
The Estate of Eva Hesse. Courtesy Hauser & Wirth.

are literally boxes, with a tangle of wire in one and wrapped objects in the other. Boxes, it soon
seems, are modules that can be lined up however one chooses, and Hesse takes advantage of this
in her compositions where she stacks and piles up rows of frames (both 1964; figs. 4, 11).
An X thus looks very much like a cross in a box, filling it symbolically and physically;
it is affirmative, it signifies presence, but more than that—an X points to the here and now of
mark-making. And it has that in common with arrows. The arrows in Hesse’s compositions
are usually not seen in isolation; they generally appear in groups, aiming for the edges of boxes
(1963, 1964; figs. 8, 14), encircling them, and emphatically accentuating them. Like an X, the
arrow is also used as a diagrammatic symbol. Its tip points to something, but it also has a wider
dynamic: it represents the gesture of pointing, of action itself. It contains within it that same
intensity that Hesse later discovered in repetition.
For all their literal immediacy, after 1964 the X and the arrow disappeared both from
Hesse’s mark-making vocabulary and from the structure of her works. She now replaced these
marks jumping to and fro, inside and outside the boxes, with calm, even rows of components.
At the same time she also turned away from the vivid colors and the allusions to figuration
that dominated her work between 1961 and 1964, from the earlier specter portraits to the
fantastical pictorial signs of the later, densely concentrated compositions. She not only
replaced those marks, she traded them for multiple lines and fields, which she ordered in
groups and repetitions. Signs became modules, ousting expressive symbolism.
This then allowed Hesse, during the course of 1965, to cut her ties to painterly
composition, which she had found increasingly troublesome. During the eighteen months
that she and her husband, sculptor Tom Doyle, spent in Germany (in Kettwig, near Essen)
at the invitation of the collector F. Arnhard Scheidt, the idea of composing a painting had
come to seem restrictive and debilitating. Hesse made several notes to that effect in her
diary. On 10 December 1964 she wrote: “For me painting has become that ‘making art,
painting a painting.’ The art, the history, the tradition, is too much there—I want to be
surprised. To find something new. I don’t want to know the answer before but want an
answer that can surprise.”3 Hesse found a way out of this dilemma not through expansion
but rather by reducing elements and by repeating them. Repetition says nothing, it does not
instigate anything: it is just a fact. In 1969 Cindy Nemser conducted a lengthy interview
with Hesse and asked her about her insistent repetitions. In her reply Hesse made no
mention of formal principles as such, but instead talked of the heightened intensity that she
achieved through repetition: “Because it exaggerates. If something is meaningful, maybe

it’s more meaningful said ten times. It’s not just an esthetic choice. If something is absurd,
it’s much more greatly exaggerated, absurd, if it’s repeated.”4
With these references to exaggeration and absurdity, Hesse doesn’t in fact pin down
what is being emphasized through repetition. But what should she have said? That neither
form nor content can be expressed in words, that nothing was predetermined—this was the
doctrine of Abstract Expressionism and this was exactly the point. In order to dispel her own
sense of dissatisfaction with what she had done so far, Hesse devised a different kind of doing,
a simple practice to advance her work. She shared this feeling with other artists working in
New York in the mid-1960s, above all with Sol LeWitt, despite their very different practices.5
What Hesse could achieve by repeating modular elements can already be seen in
just a few examples. It was not by chance that the movable line—as in drawing—played a
central part in this as an unattached counterpart to fixed structures. In an untitled object
from 1966 (fig. 15), which is closely related to her contemporary Compart works, a cord is
painstakingly rolled around a hemispherical base. As it spirals inwards one line follows the
other, and although the artist does not intervene in it in any way, this process imbues the
tactile materiality of the cord with a magical presence. In Ditto (1967; fig. 9) wire lines—
recalling the more elaborate reliefs Ishtar and Ennead (1966)—delicately fall down the wall
from a grid of circular planes. The lines, all different lengths, connect with each other; falling
from the repeated circles they draw the latter out of their confined plane and into contact
with the surrounding space.
Hesse takes repetition to the extreme in the five variously sized versions of Accession,
all open cubes with perforated sides.6 Accession V (1968; fig. 13) is the most rigorous version in
that the manufactured steel plate that provides the grid is not concealed at the top edges of
the cube and is clearly visible in all its raw materiality. The sharp metal edges contrast with the
countless pieces of thin rubber tubing, each of which is pulled through two holes such that its
two ends are left inside the cube. Even more clearly than in the two versions of Inside, here
the polarity of outside and inside, of hard steel and a soft profusion of rubber, reflects the
opposition of crystalline order—Hesse called Accession “a gem,” “a diamond”7—and chaotic
bodily experiences. In reference to one of her last works, Hesse made it clear that these are
not necessarily exclusive principles; on the contrary, they complement each other: “When it’s
completed, its order could be chaos. Chaos can be as structured as non-chaos.”8
While LeWitt chose the cube for pragmatic reasons for his sculptures and not
because it was the ideal form, Hesse—for her part—chose her forms not as symbols but as

neutral, abstract components with no immediate points
of reference: “I was less interested in a specific form as
the circle or the square or rectangle and was really working to get to non-anthropomorphic, non-geometric,
non-non, where you can’t make any reference as a
circle…. I think the circle is very abstract. I could make
up stories of what the circle means to men, but I don’t
know if it is that conscious. I think it was a form, a
vehicle. I don’t think I had a sexual, anthropomorphic,
or geometric meaning.”9
What the specific handling of a form could
mean is apparent in Sans III (1969), in which Hesse
replaced circles and cubes with a modular, handmade,
latex box.10 The long sides of these soft modules are
linked, creating a chain of sorts.These are similar boxes
to the ones that she had used one year earlier, arranged
in two rows, in Sans I (1968), only now they have been
linked to form a single, much longer sequence. The
repetition is unbroken, with the line of boxes running
down the wall and out onto the floor. In this piece
Hesse is entering the same territory as artists such as
Fred Sandback with his sculptures made from steel rods
or rubber cords and Richard Serra with his castings,
which also directly react to that special point where
wall and floor meet. The marginal differences in Hesse’s
modules and their intrusion into the gallery space
counter the monotonous process of repetition with
changeability and instability, which is itself underlined
by the huge imbalance between the vertical and horizontal sections of the work. Sans III was created for the
exhibition When Attitudes Become Form at Kunsthalle
Bern, but Hesse, by then seriously ill with cancer, was
not able to install it herself.

Eva Hesse, Compart, 1966. Acrylic, cord,
papier-caché, unknown modeling compound,
Masonite. 4 panels, 48 x 12 x 23⁄8 inches overall.
Photo: Courtesy Rosa Esman, New York.

and was now starting to take a new direction, maybe a direction that was already incipient in
the small blue gouache done in 1964. Repetition was the principle here, albeit not as a process
of reinforcement but, paradoxically, as a means to elicit the hitherto unseen. Repetition in
pursuit of the unknown, of the unprecedented, which could be brought into existence by
incessant doing. In 1969 Hesse wrote a text describing her own work for the exhibition Art in
Process IV. It ends on a hopeful note: “it’s not the new. it is what is yet not known, thought,
seen, touched but really what is not. and that is.”13
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Eva Hesse, Aught (1968, wall) and Augment (1968, floor). Exhibition view, 9 at Leo Castelli, New York, December 4–28, 1968.
Photo: Shunk-Kender © J. Paul Getty Trust.

Following an operation to remove a tumor Hesse spent the summer of 1969 in
Woodstock at the home of her friend Gioia Timpanelli, where she concentrated exclusively
on drawing. It was important to her that these drawings had nothing to do with her sculptures: they were not studies nor were they two-dimensional versions of objects: “They were
related because they were mine but they weren’t related in one completing the other.”11
These compositions, which are very similar to drawings Hesse had done the previous year, not
only depict boxlike forms—repeated and interlocking (fig. 7), in groups (fig. 5), or connected
in grid patterns (fig. 12)—repetition also determines their painterly construction: “They were
inks, layer over layer, very, very fine washes on paper.”12 Their construction from washes and
denser layers of different types of paint—a drawing from 1968 (fig. 5) echoes the layers of latex
on canvas in the sculptures from the same year, Augment and Aught—comes into its own in
the differentiated modulations of grays in a sheet done in 1969 (fig. 12). Each individual field
has its own plastic expression, and the painted border sums up the series of identical yet
individual elements. Hesse had reached the limits of what she wanted to do with modules
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