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M O K H A  L A G E T

COLOR INTO SPACE
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Laget color scheme for Off the Grid portfolio, 2016 
Photo: Christina Campbell
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At the beginning of the modernist era, geometric 
art flowed from two, apparently antithetical, 
inspirations. On one side were artists who, 
following Plato’s reduction of reality to a set of 
unchanging forms, sought to express the silent 
essence of the universe. On the other were those 
who embraced a more Heraclitan vision, and 
sought in their work to evoke the ever-changing 

E L E A N O R  H E A R T N E Y

THE EDGE OF 
REPRESENTATION



54

buzz of life and energy. We might see it as the difference between the somber black-

on-black paintings of Ad Reinhardt, who claimed to be creating the last paintings that 

could be painted and Piet Mondrian, whose late paintings expressed a jazz infused 

vision of urban space as an explosive experience of sound, color and movement. 

Today we are inclined to view geometry in less absolute 

terms, recognizing that it is both the underlying armature 

of the world and the shimmering surface that delights 

our perception. The paintings of Mokha Laget split the 

difference between these positions, offering a play 

between structure and surface that embraces both order 

and change in a way that constantly throws the viewer 

off balance. Her works present interlocked planes of flat 

color whose arrangements simultaneously insist on the 

flatness of the canvas while providing an illusion of depth 

created by their almost architectural balance of form 

and color. Thus, to look at her work is to constantly be 

caught between contradictory readings. Planes move 

back and forth in imaginary space, teasing the perception, 

while the flat colors and shaped canvases adamantly 

insist on the painting’s status as a flat, painted object.  

Not surprisingly, given her paradoxical approach, Laget’s 

artistic lineage is complex. Her attention to the way that colors laid alongside each 

other seem to shift value and hue, setting off visual vibrations, suggests a kinship to 

…to look at 
her work is 

to constantly 
be caught 

between 
contradictory 

readings.

Mokha Laget signing Pliage lithograph at Landfall Press, 2014. 
Photo: Peter Ellzey
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Unseen # 4, 2013
47 x 64 inches  
Acrylic and clay paint on shaped canvas

the color studies of artists like Josef Albers and her friend and mentor Gene Davis. 

At the same time, the dynamic geometry of the Russian Constructivists haunts 

her beautifully calibrated compositions, in which stripes, polygons and diagonal 

wedges interlock and overlap to create the sense of frozen movement. And of 

course, echoes of her peripatetic life, which has taken her to Africa, Europe, Japan, 

Brazil and the American Southwest, can be felt in suggestion within her work of 

the rich tradition of geometric art that has evolved outside the western canon.

Laget has absorbed and synthesized all these influences to forge an aesthetic 

that is uniquely her own. The works often teeter on the edge of representation—

one senses at times intimations of empty landscapes, urban canyons, 

mysterious interiors and paradoxical structures that open, Escherlike, into 

impossible spaces. But the paintings always draw back from the literal, leaving 

the viewer free to embrace multiple and contradictory interpretations. 

In the end, the ultimate effect of these works is not, as Plato might have 

wished, to seek ultimate truths or offer final answers. Instead, they arouse 

our powers of perception, engaging what painter Bridget Riley has called 

“the eye’s mind” to stimulate the simple pleasure of the act of looking. 

Eleanor Heartney is a NY contemporary art critic, art historian and  contributing editor to Art in 
America and Artpress. She is the author of numerous publications including The Reckoning: 
Women Artists of the New Millennium, Defending Complexity: Art Politics and the New 
World Order, and Postmodernism (Movements in Modern Art).
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Mokha Laget spent four years as the studio 
assistant to Gene Davis, the important 
Washington Color School painter best known 
for his paintings of vertical stripes. But 
that title minimizes both her importance 
to him and his work and his importance 
to her own growth as an artist at a key 
moment in the development of her career.

S T E V E N  N A I F E H

INFLUENCES 
FROM A MASTER

Sol’s Pandora, 2014
60 x 41.5 inches  
Acrylic and clay paint 
on shaped canvas
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I studied Gene Davis’s work both as an undergraduate at Princeton 

and as a graduate student at Harvard, and my dissertation on 

Davis was published as a monograph. I knew him well. He was a 

complicated person. But he was also, in my opinion, one of the 

most important American artists of the second half of the twentieth 

century—a colorist of an originality and range and achievement that 

easily justifies that accolade. He was cranky and stubborn, qualities 

that alienated some powerful critics and artists and it is only now, 

decades later, that his stature as one of the most important Color 

Field painters—perhaps, with Helen Frankenthaler, one of the two 

most important Color Field painters—is finally being recognized. And 

he was as impressive a thinker as he was a painter. There was never 

any silliness about what he said about his own art, or about art in 

general; just intelligent commentary of unusual lucidity and insight.

For all of his crankiness, and even in some ways his weirdness, 

Davis could be very supportive of the people around him, 

especially if he valued their artistic sensibilities and intelligence. 

And among his several studio assistants, Davis valued Mokha 

Laget perhaps above all. Even though his paintings were his 

own—he decided where to put the stripes, how wide to make 

them, and what colors to paint them—Laget literally mixed the 

colors for him, taped the canvases, and brushed the paint. 

Laget studio wall 2015 color shift tests 
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Half Tone, 2015
39 x 40 inches  
Acrylic and clay paint on shaped canvas

“Gene and I had many discussions about art,” Laget has 

said. “We had coffee every morning in the white glassed 

room before work. I would push his ideas and he always 

had a great respect for my opinions. We often ended up 

laughing about our differences. I am a better artist for having 

known him. My idea was always to push the boundaries of 

the Washington Color School, as was Gene’s. I remember 

his frustrations at the critical rejection of his non-stripe 

work. He taught me to never let yourself get pigeon-

holed. This makes for a more difficult career, perhaps, 

but a truer and more satisfying creative expression.”

During Laget’s years with Davis, she learned from him in the ways that 

artists in past eras learned—by working in an artist’s studio, lessons far 

more profound that can be found in the syllabus of most art schools.

And Laget took full advantage of that extraordinary opportunity. She learned 

how vastly rich and complex combinations of color can be. She learned 

how the shape of a composition relates to the shape of a canvas.

He taught 
me to never 
let yourself 
get pigeon-

holed.
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Homage to the Wedge, 2013
22 x 28 inches  
Lithograph Edition 20

But for all that Mokha Laget learned from her formative experience with Davis, she 

remains very much her own artist. Her colors are very much her own, based on 

experiences that ranged the world, from North Africa to the American Southwest. They 

also have a wonderfully rich and evocative quality that comes from her original use of 

clay pigments. Also, her compositions, which derive from the shapes of her canvases, 

have less to do with Gene Davis than with Frank Stella, and Ken Noland, and the other 

twentieth-century artists who turned away from the traditional quadrangle of most 

Western painting. What is so astonishing and gratifying about her work is the way that 

color and shape, each as important as the other, interact to create each painting.

Gene Davis died a relatively young man more than three decades ago—in 

1985, at age 65. But he would have greatly admired the important body 

of work that Mokha Laget has created in the intervening years.

Steven Naifeh, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of Jackson Pollock: An American Saga,  
Van Gogh: The Life, and Gene Davis. 

Incursion, 2016
84 x 35 inches  
Acrylic and clay paint on shaped canvas

15
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Skybox #14, 2014
41 x 54 inches  
Acrylic and 
clay paint on 
shaped canvas

B I L L  D O L S O N

SPATIAL 
AMBIGUITY

Mokha Laget’s shaped, abstract, geometric 
canvases reward careful and extended viewing.  
Each one is filled with perspectival paradoxes, 
which gradually reveal themselves as the 
composition is explored and visually traversed.  
Depth cues are inverted and subverted.  Is this 
polygon sloping and receding into the background 
or thrusting towards the foreground?  Is this 
collection of surfaces meant to describe a solid or 
a void; is it concave or convex?  Are we intended 

CLOAKED IN CHROMATIC ELEGANCE
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Mokha Laget 
discussing a proof 
with Landfall 
Director Steve 
Campbell, 2014  
Photo: Peter 
Ellzey

to see illusory depth or simply a flat picture plane?  That is the equivocal balance 

constantly at work in these compelling constructions.  Space becomes ambiguous but 

highly perceptual, even tactile.  The eye and the brain are engrossed in a tantalizing 

duet, decoding conflicting cues about depth, working from often contradictory 

or ambiguous information about the construction of space in these works.

At first glance, the works are strictly planar.  

They consist of interlocking irregular polygons 

that are lushly colored, lying flat on a classical 

Modernist picture plane, resolutely two 

dimensional.  But almost immediately, we 

begin to pick up embedded visual clues 

suggesting an illusionistic, three-dimensional 

space.  Stepping Stone #2 (2014) virtually 

jumps into the viewer’s space, but with an 

embedded paradox.  The upper section suggests 

a solid that is extruded from the wall, with the blue face parallel to it and viewed 

from below.  But the lower reddish section can be read as a solid ramp, angling 

out into our lower right and viewed from above.  We are made to feel as if we 

are viewing the same object, the painting, from two different vantage points.

Ultimately, these works are resolutely illusionistic abstractions, suggesting a permutable, 

three dimensional space, the antithesis of Greenbergian formalism with its insistence on 

flatness.  Far from laying supine in the picture plane, Mokha’s forms suggest structures 

that jut into the viewer’s space or recede into vast desert vistas.  Sometimes her forms 

vacillate between these two conflicting perceptions.  But the illusion of depth can 

always be perceptually discarded, and again we see planar polygons, lying flat on 

the picture surface.  A perfect example of this dynamic is the lithograph Black Jack 

Gap (Double Bind), 2013
31 x 42 inches  
Acrylic and clay paint on shaped canvas
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My work has been heavily informed by 

art history and all things from Berber 

mosaics, contemporary architecture, 

mountains, African textiles, the 

desert…I look for what is indefinable 

and ambiguous, the embedded mystery.

M O K H A  L A G E T

Laget working on Off the Grid at Landfall Press, 2016   
Photo: Christina Campbell
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Edge, 2014
32 x 51 inches  
Acrylic and clay paint 
on shaped canvas

(2015) with the potential spatial reading of looking through an aperture or looking up 

at an urban environment.  Equally valid to this spatial reading, is the formal planar 

understanding of a bilaterally symmetric composition anchored to an axis from the 

lower left to upper right.  The works not only oscillate between different readings 

of three-dimensional space, but flip between two- and three-dimensionality.

The artist was born in the 

North African desert and lives 

in the American Southwest.  

These experiences shaped 

her ambiguous sense of 

space, oscillating between 

an impossibly distant 

horizon and the looming 

boulder immediately 

before us.  Objects are 

simultaneously near and 

far, distant and immediate, 

in staggering depth, or locked in a picture plane.  In the cloudless, 

simmering desert midday, are we looking at real space or a planar 

image of it?   Is it much of a stretch to imagine that Skybox #9 (2014) 

suggests sand dunes or a pyramid, or is it simply an arrangement of triangles?

Compositionally, diagonals dominate these works; none of the restive 

horizontals and verticals of Mondrian are found here.  The intense use of 

diagonals animates the work, causing us to repeatedly scan around them, 

accumulating ever more perceptual understanding of what we see.  In Mokha’s 

words, “For me it has to do with stagnation versus dynamism and the diagonal 

Nautical Twilight, 2016
35 x 46 inches  
Acrylic and clay paint on shaped canvas
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Skybox #11, 2014
24 x 48 inches  
Acrylic and 
clay paint on 
shaped canvas

is about movement, an essential part of the paintings which requires the 

viewer’s eye/mind to travel, scan, even if the works themselves are quiet.”  

The types of space which the pictures evoke can vary significantly, sometimes 

suggesting an expansive aerial landscape, as in Skybox #11 (2014), with one possible 

reading being that of a monochrome “mountain” rising out of a pinkish desert plain.  

Other works, such as Interval (Tilt) (2015) or Nautical Twilight #2 (2016) seem to suggest 

the architectural space of the built environment, such as an urban skyline.  Other 

works seem to depict an intimate interior space, such as Shadowbox (2013) or Skip 

Tracer (2013) with their suggestion of enclosure and 

containment.  Other works present complex solids, 

somewhat like molecular models, such as Gap 

(Double Bind) (2015).  All of these constructed 

spaces are, however, highly mutable, subject 

to alternative, sometimes conflicting 

understandings, while intermittently 

collapsing back into a plane.

In her works of 2016, the artist has begun 

to vigorously explore notions of occlusion 

and translucency.  Characteristically, these 

explorations continue with her signature ambiguity.  Works such as Incursion (2016) 

and Ingress (2016) further complicate the perceptual puzzle by asking us to understand 

not just how space is constructed via perspective and chromatic cues, but how we 

decide that one object is in front of or behind another, how we determine if a surface 

is opaque or translucent, and how we decide if an object is pierced by another.

The complexity of her compositions is belied by her preparatory work.  Somewhat 

incredibly, her compositions are first sketched in graphite pencil on graph paper at 

quite a small size, just a few inches across.  She has notebooks, which she continuously 

adds to, containing hundreds of candidate compositions.  Only after working with a 

given composition for a good period of time and evaluating multiple possible internal 

divisions will she commit to producing the shaped canvas.  A fascinating aspect of her 

preparatory process is that she envisions a light source illuminating the work from early 

on in the development of a painting.  She imagines how this light source would relate to 

potential readings of the orientation of the internal polygons.  It is a careful, thoughtful 

preparation, which results in a dimensioned drawing for each blank, shaped canvas.

Although her earliest paintings in this body of work employed rectangular supports, 

her more recent canvases are all shaped and structured as irregular polygons, which 

sometimes reinforces, and at other times contradicts the illusionistic construction (or 

destruction) of space via geometry and color.  This adds yet another aspect to the 

multivalent ambiguity resonating in these works.  The boundary of the picture plane 

takes a highly active role in the perceptual puzzle.  In some of her most recent pieces, 

Blackjack, 2014
29 x 38.25 inches  
Lithograph 
Edition 32



2726

Green Gap, 2013
36.75 x 29.25 inches  
Acrylic and 
clay paint on 
shaped canvas

such as Double Binôme (2016) she has begun to actively explore the manipulation of negative 

space via multiple interacting canvases, something she began with Green Gap (2013).

An adept printmaker, Mokha has produced some compelling works on paper that surrender 

nothing in complexity to their painted cohorts.  Her most recent edition, Off The Grid 

(2016), produced at Landfall Press in Santa Fe, consists of a boxed set of seven meticulously 

produced lithographs, featuring a dazzling array of over thirty colors.  The prints also refer 

to her preparatory methods 

with her signature multi-colored 

polygons being printed over 

a meticulous, fine grid.

In her paintings, the ambiguities 

extend even to her choice of 

materials.  Her use of clay-based 

paints, with their luxurious, 

matte finish (something of 

a paradox in itself) adds yet 

another dimension to the 

enigmatic impact of these works.  

This matte surface speaks of 

both modesty and authority.  The modesty is suggested by its earthen finish; it has the 

unassuming quality of clay or dirt.  But the surface’s uniformity, consistency, and chromatic 

boldness suggest an authority of purpose and intent.  This compelling surface further adds 

to the intense tactility of the works.  It is all one can do to resist touching these surfaces.

It is noteworthy and perhaps unexpected, that all of her preparatory drawings are 

monochrome.  She invariably delays making decisions on the colors used in a painting 

Skybox #9, 2014
25 x 50 inches  
Acrylic and 
clay paint on 
shaped canvas
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until she is confronted with the bare canvas 

shape.  Her decisions on color selection are highly 

improvisational and intuitive.  This process, no 

doubt, adds to the immediacy of the finished works 

and serves as counterpoint to the determinism in 

the creation of the shapes themselves.  And among 

all the chromatic lushness, there is a persistent and 

compelling use of black, which appears in many 

of the works, often taking an unusual foreground 

function, acting, she says, “almost as a protagonist.”

The highly refined use of color in these works 

adds a sumptuous layer of sensation that further 

complicates and enriches the sensory experience.  In 

her extensive international travels as a linguist, she 

has amassed an amazing collection of hundreds of 

powdered pigments from around the world, and her 

studio resembles an exotic bazaar with row upon 

row of multi-hued glass jars.  Mokha matured as 

an artist immersed in the Washington Color School 

and became a highly adept colorist.  Paul Reed 

was a teacher and life-long friend, and she became 

the assistant of another teacher, Gene Davis.  Paul 

once said of her, “You have a perfect sense of 

Interval (Tilt), 2015
33.5 x 43 inches  
Acrylic and clay paint 
on shaped canvas

Ingress, 2016
36 x 28 inches  
Acrylic and clay paint 
on shaped canvas
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Skybox # 23 , 2016
25 x 45 inches  
Acrylic and 
clay paint on 
shaped canvas

color, it’s in your blood. Color as poetry is something you pass along, your sensibility, 

that’s your gift.”  Her choice of colors is sophisticated and often startling, but invariably 

successful.  Her palette further complicates the perceptual experience, sometimes 

working to enhance a sense of spatiality while at other times chromatically refuting a 

strong geometric suggestion of depth, adding yet another layer of delightful ambiguity.

A delightful mirth, as well as sheer visual pleasure, is an important affect of her 

work. Ambiguity is presented playfully, with mischief.  She likes to trip us up, fool 

us, present riddles which we think we understand, only to be confounded as our 

glance moves across the picture.  The works reveal a highly developed sense of 

humor about perspective and depth, chromatic and geometric elements.  The 

artist jokes with us, mocking conventions, inverting them, or contradicting them, 

all in good fun but doing so with a highly informed understanding of the painterly 

construction of space and a profound understanding of the use of color.  

These are very smart paintings from an impressive intellect.  Mokha, in addition to 

being an accomplished artist, has studied Philosophy and Linguistics, and is as adept 

Double 
Binôme, 2016
60 x 78 inches  
Acrylic and 
clay paint on 
shaped canvas

verbally as she is visually.  She has worked 

as an art critic and writer.  She brings 

her understanding of the workings of 

language to her artwork and has created 

a complex visual lexical system.  She 

also brings her language skills to bear on 

her titles, which sometimes refute what 

we see, suggest less obvious readings, 

or create a poetic counterpoint.

These are seductive works, which tease 

the viewer with their uncertainty and 

ambiguity, while rewarding patience and 

attention with the pleasure of gaining a 

greater understanding of how we perceive 

and understand the world around us. 

Bill Dolson is an artist working in New Media 
and Land Art, a computer engineer, pilot 
and art historian. He is currently at work on 
the catalog raisonné of noted feminist artist 
Miriam Schapiro and a book on aviation in 
20th century art.
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Utah Street, 2016
36 x 27 inches  
Acrylic and clay paint on shaped canvas

The lithographs in this exhibition are the result 
of an extensive collaboration between Mokha 
Laget and Landfall Press. Founded in Chicago, IL 
in 1970 by Jack Lemon, Landfall Press has been 
devoted to traditional methods of printmaking 
yet unafraid of transcending the conventional 
format of two-dimensional works on paper to 
include innovative processes with poetry, music, 
fiction, three-dimensional prints and artist’s 
books. In 1995, the Art Institute of Chicago held 

LANDFALL PRESS
LITHOGRAPHS

J A C K  L E M O N
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a highly successful retrospective exhibition of Landfall Press’ published works. In 

1993, the Milwaukee Art Museum established the Landfall Press Archives, and opened 

a major Landfall Press retrospective in September 1996, with an accompanying 

catalogue. More recently, in 1997, the Museum 

of Modern Art in New York opened A Singular 

Vision: Prints from Landfall Press, celebrating 

the unique vision of the press and its founder.

In honor of Laget’s recent edition Off 

the Grid, founder Jack Lemon offers 

his personal contribution: 

“The artists we collaborate with are in some 

ways, as obsessed as we are, and that intensity 

comes out in their work. My own commitment 

is such that I couldn’t stop working, even if I wanted to, because artists need printers 

who are not only technically skilled and proficient problem-solvers but who understand 

them. Most artists are solitary individuals and work within the confines of their studios; 

collaboration can be a jarring experience In the collaborative situation, the artist relies 

on the printer; not just for technical information but for essential judgments. Artists 

want honest input. They need help, encouragement and advice.  Getting to the truth 

of the artists vision and keeping to that truth has always been Landfall’s goal.” 

Mokha laget and 
Jack Lemon final 
print of Pliage, 
2014  
Photo: Peter 
Ellzey

Pliage , 2014
25.5 x 32 inches  
Lithograph Edition 25
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Interval, 2015
35.5 x 35 inches  
Acrylic and clay paint 
on shaped canvas

Shadowbox, 2013
43.5 x 28.25 inches  
Acrylic and clay paint 
on shaped canvas

Skiptracer, 2013
41.25 x 40 inches  
Acrylic and clay paint 
on shaped canvas
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Off The Grid 
# 1 to #7 , 2014
20 x 22 inches  
Lithograph (RTP)

After visiting Laget’s exhibition “Color Walk” in Santa 

Fe, Lemon invited her to print Homage to the Wedge 

and the following year, Blackjack and Pliage. 

“Color is only one of the aspects of collaboration that 

requires an open and free- flowing exchange of ideas 

and concepts. It’s interesting to note that artists tend 

to be creatures of habit and don’t change their palette; 

Landfall has kept a record of every color we have printed 

and can refer to past colors for future projects. 

Laget’s recent project at landfall, Off The Grid is a portfolio 

edition comprised of 7 prints with over 50 colors presented in 

a box edition. “What is in the artist’s mind almost always needs 

a delicate translation to paper. Matters such as transparency, 

secondary and tertiary colors have to be considered and 

exploited. What develops is a symbiotic relationship that will hopefully result in a 

print that exceeds expectations. This is not a skill that happens overnight but over a 

period of years. I have mentioned collaboration as an exchange of ideas and at its core 

is facilitation. The artist leaves the experience with new tools that will inform his/her 

work in the studio and the printer has had an indelible mark left on them as well.”  

Matters such as 
transparency, 

secondary 
and tertiary 

colors have to 
be considered 

and exploited.



Nautical Twilight # 2,  2016
40 x 35 inches  
Acrylic and clay paint on shaped canvas

Stepping Stone, 2014
35 x 32 inches  
Acrylic and clay paint 
on shaped canvas
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The Museum of Geometric and MADI Art opened in February 2003. It is the first 

museum with a concentration on MADI art, which is always non-representational, 

hard-edged, and comes out of the frame. Geometric art may be in a rectangular 

format, which is rarely the case with MADI; usually, only prints may be rectangular. 

The museum shows related geometric, constructivist, and op art work.

Mokha Laget: Color Into Space opens July 29 with a reception at 5:30 for the artist and 

members. The reception for potential members begins at 6:00. Mokha Laget will be 

the featured speaker on September 22 at 5:30 in the Arcadia Salon Discussion Series.

The museum holds workshops for students and seniors which are sponsored 

by members. Arcadia Salon is a wine and cheese event hosted at the museum 

with discussions on hot topics in art led by local and international artists. 

 Special thanks to Texas Commission on the Arts, the Office of Cultural Affairs 
of the City of Dallas, Communities Foundation of Texas, Dallas Area Fiber 
Artists and The Kilgore Law Firm.
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3109 CARLISLE STREET  
DALLAS, TX 75204 
214.855.7802

GEOMETRICMADIMUSEUM.ORG


