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Mark Rothko's writings on art are an essential part of understanding the depth and complexity of his
artistic vision. Rothko, a prominent figure in the Abstract Expressionist movement, is best known for his
large, color-field paintings that evoke emotional responses through their simplicity and vibrancy. However,
his thoughts on art, expressed through various essays, lectures, and letters, reveal a profound philosophical
engagement with the nature of art, its purpose, and its impact on human experience. This article delves

into Rothko's writings, highlighting key themes and insights that illuminate his artistic intentions.



Background of Mark Rothko

Born in 1903 in Dvinsk, Latvia, Rothko immigrated to the United States in 1913. His early years in
Portland, Oregon, shaped his worldview and artistic development. Rothko studied at Yale University and
later at the Art Students League in New York. His artistic journey saw him transition from figurative

painting to abstraction, culminating in the creation of his iconic color-field works.

Rothko's writings on art, which were often philosophical and reflective, provide a window into his
thoughts on the role of the artist and the significance of art in society. He believed that art should transcend

mere representation and reach a deeper emotional and spiritual connection with the viewer.

Key Themes in Rothko's Writings

Rothko's writings encompass several recurring themes that reflect his artistic philosophy. Some of the most

prominent themes include:

1. The Purpose of Art

Rothko believed that the primary purpose of art is to evoke profound emotional responses. He argued that
art should serve as a medium for expressing the inexpressible, allowing viewers to experience emotions
that are often difficult to articulate. In his writings, he emphasized the need for art to transcend

representation and engage with the viewer on a deeper level. He wrote:

> "I’'m not interested in the relationship of color or form or even the relationship of color and form to the

picture. 'm interested in the relationship of color and form to the viewer."

This statement encapsulates his belief that the viewer's emotional experience is central to the value of a

work of art.

2. Color as Emotion

Rothko's use of color is one of the defining features of his work. In his writings, he frequently discussed the
emotional power of color. He viewed color not merely as a visual element but as a vehicle for conveying
complex feelings. Rothko believed that color could evoke a range of emotional responses, from joy to

sorrow, and that the careful arrangement of colors could create an immersive experience for the viewer.

He stated:



> "The color is a key to the emotional tone of a work. The colors must work together to create a unified

experience."

Rothko's manipulation of color in his paintings is a direct reflection of his writings on the subject,

illustrating how he sought to communicate through his art.

3. The Artist's Responsibility

Rothko felt that artists hold a significant responsibility to their audience. He believed that artists should
strive to create works that not only reflect their personal experiences but also resonate with universal
human emotions. In his writings, he emphasized the importance of sincerity and authenticity in artistic

expression. He wrote:

> "An artist is not a painter or a sculptor. An artist is someone who is trying to convey a truth through

their work."

This perspective highlights Rothko's commitment to the idea that art should serve as a conduit for deeper

truths about the human experience.

4. The Spiritual Dimension of Art

Rothko often addressed the spiritual dimension of art, viewing it as a means of exploring existential
questions and the human condition. He believed that art could facilitate a dialogue between the viewer and
the divine. In his writings, he expressed a desire for his works to function as spiritual experiences that

could lead viewers to a deeper understanding of themselves and their place in the world.
He remarked:

> "The purpose of art is to make you feel. It is a means of exploring the mysteries of existence, a way to

confront our mortality."

This emphasis on the spiritual aspect of art reflects Rothko's belief in its potential to transcend the physical

realm and engage with the metaphysical.

Rothko's Letters and Essays

Rothko's letters and essays serve as valuable resources for understanding his artistic philosophy. They

provide insights into his creative process, his thoughts on contemporary art, and his critiques of the art



world. Some notable writings include:

1. "The Artist's Reality: Philosophies of Art"

In this essay, Rothko articulates his views on the nature of art and the role of the artist. He explores the
relationship between art and emotion, emphasizing that art should elicit genuine feelings from viewers.
Rothko's arguments in this essay demonstrate his commitment to the idea that art should be a powerful

emotional experience rather than a mere aesthetic object.

2. Letters to Friends and Colleagues

Rothko's correspondence with fellow artists, critics, and friends reveals his thoughts on various topics
related to art and culture. In these letters, he discusses his artistic intentions, his views on exhibitions, and
the challenges he faced as an artist. These letters provide a personal glimpse into Rothko's mind and offer

context for his work.

3. "Rothko: The Artist's Statement"

In this statement, Rothko outlines his philosophy of art and his approach to creating his paintings. He
emphasizes the importance of emotional engagement and the viewer's experience, reinforcing his belief

that art should evoke feelings rather than simply represent objects.

Impact of Rothko's Writings on Contemporary Art

Mark Rothko's writings have had a lasting impact on contemporary art and the discourse surrounding it.
His philosophical approach to art has influenced countless artists, critics, and scholars. Some significant

contributions of his writings include:
¢ Emphasis on Emotional Engagement: Rothko's focus on the emotional experience of art has resonated
with contemporary artists who seek to create works that connect with viewers on a personal level.

o Exploration of Color Theory: His writings on color continue to inspire artists and designers,

prompting discussions about the psychological effects of color in visual art.

e Spirituality in Art: Rothko's exploration of the spiritual dimension of art has encouraged artists to



consider the deeper meanings and connections their work can evoke.

Conclusion

Mark Rothko's writings on art are a testament to his profound engagement with the nature of creativity
and the human experience. Through his essays, letters, and public statements, Rothko articulated a vision of
art that transcends mere representation and seeks to evoke deep emotional and spiritual responses. His
belief in the transformative power of color, the artist's responsibility, and the importance of emotional
engagement continues to resonate today, making his writings essential for anyone seeking to understand
the complexities of modern art. Rothko's legacy as both an artist and a thinker remains significant,

providing valuable insights into the ongoing dialogue about the purpose and power of art in our lives.

Frequently Asked Questions

What themes are prevalent in Mark Rothko's writings on art?

Rothko's writings often explore themes such as the emotional impact of color, the spiritual dimensions of

art, and the relationship between the viewer and the artwork.

How does Rothko define the purpose of art in his writings?

In his writings, Rothko suggests that the purpose of art is to evoke deep emotional responses and to connect

viewers with profound human experiences.

What influence did existentialism have on Rothko's art and writings?

Existentialism influenced Rothko's emphasis on the individual's subjective experience, leading him to

prioritize emotion and personal interpretation in both his paintings and writings.

In what way did Rothko address the concept of color in his writings?

Rothko viewed color as a primary means of expression, arguing that it transcends form and can

communicate complex emotions and ideas directly to the viewer.

How did Rothko's personal experiences shape his writings on art?

Rothko's personal experiences, including his struggles with identity and spirituality, deeply informed his

writings, leading him to seek authenticity and emotional truth in art.



‘What is the significance of the 'multiform' in Rothko's writings?

The 'multiform' represents Rothko's departure from traditional composition, emphasizing the importance of

color fields and their capacity to convey emotion, which he elaborates on in his writings.

How do Rothko's writings reflect his views on the relationship between
artist and audience?

Rothko believed that the artist's role is to create a space for contemplation, where the audience can engage

with the artwork on a deeply personal level, fostering a unique dialogue between them.
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