
Mark Rothko 
 
Biography 
 

Mark Rothko was considered an innovative modernist and an early influence to 
abstract expressionism. After immigrating to the US from Russia as a child in 1913, Rothko 
attended Yale University in pursuit of non-artistic studies, such as literature and music, 
but dropped out in his third year. He then moved to New York and became interested in 
art. Mostly self-taught, Rothko’s only formal training came from a painting class he took 
with Max Weber, another important painter of the time.  
 
Evolution 
 

Rothko’s early work from the 1930s was more figurative 
and conventionally expressionist than the piece that I chose. It 
was not until the 1940s that he abandoned expressionism and 
started using “archaic symbols” to communicate the emotions 
he perceived in ancient myths. This era of his well-received by 
critics at the time. Between 1947 and 1950, however, Rothko 
moved to his final, most abstract era, which sparked more 
confusion and debate among the artistic community. During this 
time, he eliminated human figures from his work, instead 
painting large, softly defined blocks of color on his canvases. 
According to Bonnie Clearwater, “his purpose was to present 
not specific individuals but the universal human drama.” Although these paintings could 
easily be dismissed as decorative and thoughtless, Rothko intended just the opposite. 
He wanted the washes of color to cause viewers to experience or be reminded of some 
of the purest human emotions: a perfect example of abstraction. After all, he once said, 
“There is no such thing as a good painting about nothing.” 

 
Reception/Response 
 
When it comes to art as abstract as Rothko’s, one is 
bound to come across a variety of interpretations. Some 
critics remarked on his work’s “sensitive, romantic 
temperament” combined with his left-wing views, 
comparing him to other abstract artists of the time such 
as Jackson Pollock. Others were more interested in his 
use of color, categorizing his work as “colour field 



painting” due to the “emotional power” generated through his “floating, soft-edged 
colour areas” and assertion of a spiritual view of color. 

However, the greatest influence on the criticism of Rothko’s work was Rothko 
himself. He was very particular about the way that his paintings were seen and displayed, 
insisting, for example, that they be displayed alone in a room or in a collection with his 
other paintings so as not to make them appear decorative. He also vehemently opposed 
any biographical, historical, or psychological interpretations of his art, arguing that it 
transcends these more tangible subjects. He rejected any suggestion that the emotions 
communicated through his work in any way reflected his own personal emotions. He 
made it clear that he only sought to thematically express universal emotions such as 
“tragedy, conflict, and death,” not his own. However, this suspicion was reintroduced 
after his death by suicide. 

 
Abstraction 
 

Mark Rothko’s paintings, especially those that he 
produced in his final era, can be seen as the epitome of 
abstraction in art. He dramatically reduced his earlier, more 
figurative art to large patches of color that produce specific 
and intense emotions for the viewer through his use of color, 
darkness, surface, and space. Rothko therefore emphasized 
abstraction in that he sought to express his content through 
the subjective impact it has on the viewer. 
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