Archaic Phantasy, 1945
Oil on canvas
123.1 x 61.4 cm (48 7/16 x 24 3/16 in.)
1986.43.11

Untitled, 1947
Oil on canvas
69.9 x 54.6 cm (27 1/2 x 21 1/2 in.)
1986.43.84

Untitled, 1952
Oil on canvas
75.2 x 166.4 cm (29 5/8 x 65 1/2 in.)
1986.43.161

Untitled, 1955
Oil on canvas
151 x 126.4 cm (59 7/16 x 49 3/4 in.)
1992.51.13

Untitled (Sketch for Harvard Mural), c. 1961
Pen and ink and watercolor with graphite
annotation on wove paper
27.94 x 21.59 cm (11 x 8 1/2 in.)
1986.56.632

Untitled (brown and gray), 1969
Acrylic on paper
183.36 x 123.03 cm (72 3/16 x 48 7/16 in.)
1986.43.287
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Mark Rothko (1903-1970) was born Marcus
Rothkowitz in Dvinsk, Russia, on September 25,
1903. At the age of ten, Rothko and his family
emigrated to America and settled in Portland,
Oregon. From 1921 to 1923 Rothko attended
Yale University but left the University for New
York City in the Fall of 1923. He found work
in the garment district and took up residence
on the Upper West Side. He enrolled in the Art
Students League the next year, and began his life
as an artist. Five years later he began teaching
children at the Center Academy of the Brooklyn
Jewish Center, a position he retained for more
than twenty years. He was given his first oneman exhibition in 1933 at the Museum of Art
in Portland and his first exhibition in New York
a few months later at the Contemporary Arts
Gallery.
In 1935, Rothko and several other painters
formed a group, known as the Ten who exhibited
together until 1939. Rothko’s paintings in the
Ten’s exhibitions were expressionist in style.
During this period he was employed by the
WPA (Work Progress Administration); at the
time he produced subway and city scenes
emphasizing the isolation of city life.
In the pre-World War II years and in the 1940s,
Rothko’s works show both representational and
symbolic imagery. He began to express the
tragedy of the human condition, while also
looking for new subjects and a new idiom. He
said, “It was with the utmost reluctance that I
found the figure could not serve my purposes ....
But a time came when none of us could use the
figure without mutilating it.”

In 1945 Rothko staged an important one-man
exhibition at Peggy Guggenheim’s gallery Art
of This Century, New York, which featured
surrealist works. At the end of the year he
was included in the Whitney Museum of
American Art’s Annual Exhibition of
Contemporary American Painting. He began to
eliminate all figurative elements of surrealism
and mythic imagery from his works and by
1947 non-objective compositions of
indeterminate shapes emerged. He also largely
abandoned conventional titles, sometimes
resorting to numbers or colors in order to
distinguish one work from another. The artist
also now resisted explaining the meaning of his
work. “Silence is so accurate,” he said, fearing
that words would only paralyze the viewer’s
mind and imagination. By 1949 he reached
his signature format, painting two or three
soft-edged, luminescent rectangles, stacked
weightlessly on top of one another, floating
horizontally against a monochrome
background. This style would typify his work
until his death. Rothko received a major
commission for murals in 1961 for the
Holyoke Center’s dining room, at Harvard
University. The Untitled (Sketch for Harvard
Mural), c. 1961, executed in pen and ink, with
watercolor and graphite, is one of twenty-two
sketches, from which six murals were
completed and only five were installed. He
hoped the works would elicit an intensely
emotional response, inspiring a meditative
experience on the part of the viewer.
Rothko, now considered the leader of postwar
modern art, was elected to the National

Institute of Arts and Letters in 1968. The
following year Yale University awarded him an
honorary Doctor of Fine Arts degree. In 1970
Rothko committed suicide in his studio.
The 2012 exhibition at the Academy Art Museum,
in Easton, Maryland, shows the development of
Rothko’s career over four decades; from
representational and mythological subjects into
rectangular fields of color and light. The figurative
work, such as Seated Woman, Woman and Child,
Untitled (Three Women), and Man Wearing
Overalls and Untitled (Man with Green Face) of the
1930s signify his early career. Rothko
emphasized the isolation of the city in Cityscape
and Street Scene. From the later 1930s to 1946
Rothko’s oil and watercolor paintings reflected
his interest in Greek mythology. He explored the
technique of automatic drawing in creating abstract, diaphanous forms that allude to
human and animal life. The Untitled oil painting
of 1940/1941, with its Janus-like two faces dates
from this period. Rothko’s interest in surrealism,
as well as primitive art is signified in Abstraction
[recto], c. 1944, and the Archaic Phantasy (1945),
and the Untitled oil painting of 1947.
Through his interest of mythic form as a catalyst,
Rothko began to merge styles of surrealism and
abstraction, creating paintings of rectangular
fields of color and light, that later culminated in
the late, transcendent fields of color. His work
became increasingly abstract; perhaps ironically,
Rothko himself described the process as being
one toward “clarity.” Rothko insisted, “I’m
not an abstractionist. I’m not interested in the
relationship of color or form or anything else.
I’m interested only in expressing basic human
emotions: tragedy, ecstasy, doom, and so on.”
Rothko’s goal was to offer the viewer an
opportunity to reflect on the emotions stirred
up by the selection and placement of colors.
Although Rothko resisted classification, he is
usually considered to be part of the Abstract
Expressionist and Color Field movements.
During a career that spanned over fifty years,

he created a new and impassioned form
of abstract painting. Rothko’s work is
characterized by rigorous attention to
formal elements such as color, shape, balance,
depth, composition, and scale. His colorful,
large scale, nonobjective paintings, such as the
Untitled paintings of 1952, and 1955 in the
exhibition, are meant to communicate directly
with the viewer, and to give a visual space in
which to reflect and respond to what one is
looking at. From 1968 on he worked in acrylic
on canvas and paper, reducing his palette to
brown, gray, and black, for instance the
Untitled (Brown and Gray) of 1969 in acrylic
on paper.
The 1960s were a decade of professional
triumph. Rothko himself said, “The fact
that people break down and cry when
confronted with my pictures shows that I
cancommunicate those basic human
emotions … the people who weep before
my pictures are having the same religious
experience I had when painting them. And
if you say you are moved only by their color
relationships then you miss the point.” The
power of Rothko’s work derives from a new
compositional motif, which resembles a portal
or window. This form invites the gaze, yet the
viewer is kept at a perpetual threshold by the
resistance of the dark ground.

Exhibition Checklist

Listed in chronological order

Seated Woman, mid-1930s
Pen and black ink.
10.16 x 15.24 cm (4 x 6 in.)
1986.56.241

Woman and Child, 1930s
Watercolor on construction paper
15.24 x 23.18 cm (6 x 9 1/8 in.)
1986.56.594

Man Wearing Overalls, 1933/1934
Watercolor
38.74 x 28.58 cm (15 1/4 x 11 1/4 in.)
1986.56.480

Untitled (man with green face), 1934/1935
Oil on canvas
71.5 x 60.9 cm (28 1/8 x 24 in.)
1986.43.100

Cityscape, mid-1930s
Watercolor on construction paper
27.94 x 22.23 cm (11 x 8 3/4 in.)
1986.56.592

Untitled (three women), c. 1935
Oil on canvas
58.4 x 48.3 cm (23 x 19 in.)
1986.43.56

Street Scene, 1936/1937
Oil on canvas
91.5 x 55.8 cm (36 x 21 15/16 in.)
1986.43.45

Untitled, 1940/1941
Oil on canvas
91.6 x 71.3 cm (36 1/16 x 28 1/16 in.)
1986.43.36

Abstraction [recto], c. 1944
Watercolor and brush and black ink over graphite
on wove paper
52.1 x 36.7 cm (20 1/2 x 14 7/16 in.)
1986.43.188.a

The 2012 exhibition, Mark Rothko: Selections
from the National Gallery of Art, at the
Academy Art Museum, includes Rothko’s
artwork from the mid 1930s and 1940s, as
well as iconic color paintings of the 1950s and
1960s. The Academy Art Museum is proud to
have the graphic works and Untitled, 1947, on
display for the first time in a public setting.
Anke Van Wagenberg, Ph.D., Curator

