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FOREWORD

The inspiration behind this essay has stemmed from my interest in music and art. After hearing a radio program about the Rothko Chapel and Steve Reich’s composition for the tenth anniversary of its opening, I was interested to see how much influence Rothko’s work might have had on this piece of music. On further study, I found out that Morton Feldman, a friend of Rothko, was commissioned to compose a piece of music for the chapel ten years earlier. Rothko’s possible influence on the musical compositions of a friend and a stranger stimulated further motivation for this essay.

Although I have been able to see some of Rothko’s paintings first hand, it has not been possible to see the chapel and the paintings inside it. I have therefore extrapolated my experience of the room dedicated to Rothko’s Seagram murals at the Tate Modern, to interpret what the Rothko Chapel paintings and environment might be like. Using the descriptions given by those who have been to the chapel, I have tried to draw comparisons between Reich and Feldman’s possible interpretation or inspiration from the chapel.

Abstract

Despite the mutual appreciation of artists and musicians in New York in the 1960s, there have been no publicly documented studies of the mutual influence of the artists and musicians of the New York school during this period. Mark Rothko was an artist within this group and his chapel in Houston led to the commission of two musical compositions to commemorate a year and then ten years after his death. The two composers were Morton Feldman, a friend of Rothko and Steve Reich, a stranger. 

Whilst both composers are Jewish, their musical visions are very different. Feldman’s aesthetic was very similar to Rothko but Reich, twenty years Rothko’s junior, began his musical career when a new generation of artists and musicians was emerging in New York. The question that is approached is how each composer captures the spirit of Rothko’s art. A major concern will be whether Morton Feldman’s personal friendship with the artists influences his response to Rothko’s work.

Rothko’s explicit intention was to offer a tragic transcendental experience through his artwork. He did this by removing subject matter and references to the real world, creating cleverly orchestrated arrangements of colour in his canvases that seemed to emanate out of the surface of his work.

Being a Jew in Russia and then in America, Rothko was victim to anti-Semitic prejudice. The sabotage of his Jewish culture by the Nazis during the Second World War also affected him deeply. These factors coupled with the death of his father when he was ten years old led to his disillusionment with humanity and thus his desire to escape from reality in his art. Whilst these motivations and cultural influences are explored in the essay, the main objective was to reflect on how the two composers negotiated the complexity of Rothko’s ideas in their own unique style. The influence of Rothko’s work with and without the artist’s presence has also been considered through Feldman and Reich’s compositions.

In both cases, the musical compositions drew much influence from personal experience. In Feldman’s case, Rothko Chapel was autobiographical and perhaps the death of his friend was a reminder of his own imminent departure. The similarities between Feldman’s musical ideas and Rothko’s aesthetic will also be discussed. Another aspect that is explored is how Feldman responds to the environment of the chapel itself and how this influences practical decisions about the performance of the piece. The composition has a clearly tragic element that was also a very strong theme in all of Rothko’s work.

In Reich’s case, Tehillim was composed after a rediscovery of his Jewish heritage, culminating in a pilgrimage to Israel. Reich’s appreciation of Rothko’s interest in creating a transcendental experience is seen by the composer’s inspiration from Hebrew cantillation and phasing
. Although there a similar transcendental element in Reich’s music (which reflects Rothko’s art), there is very little evidence of tragedy in Reich’s work. 

Conclusions are drawn as to which composition best reflects the chapel and which Rothko might have preferred.
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1. Statement of Intention

In order to investigate the influences of Rothko’s art on the compositions of Morton Feldman and Steve Reich, I will first look at Rothko’s life and background and try to understand and establish motives for his aesthetic. Following this is a general study of his aesthetic, firstly looking at the last public lecture he gave in 1958. This lecture is also the last public statement he gave before he completed the chapel paintings and provides the closest impression of the motivation behind these works. The ideas he highlights in his lecture will then be looked at in more detail by studying two paintings of differing styles from his early and late period. 

After Rothko’s aesthetic has been established, a history of the chapel will be provided and a description of the paintings. Feldman and Reich’s musical vision will then be introduced and similarities with Rothko’s aesthetic discussed earlier will be highlighted. Finally, Feldman and Reich’s pieces will be described and compared with the essence of the chapel. Conclusions will then be drawn as to whether the spirit of Rothko’s chapel has been captured in these pieces.

Despite the clear link between art and music, there has not been any publicly documented discussion of the influences that Rothko’s chapel might have had on musical compositions. The aim of this essay is therefore to provide a discussion and possible further study in this area of art and music.

2. Introduction

The similarities in art and music became much more pronounced in the 1960s in New York when music and art were merging ideas. Mutual rapport between these two groups in New York was occurring. However, much earlier than this, artists have been known to liken their paintings to music. Gauguin stressed the musical character of his work in which colour, like sound, was pure vibration. Delacroix described the "arrangement of colors, light and shadows"
 as the music of his picture. Kandinsky also saw colours in terms of sound and equated "no colour" to the silences in music. Dore Ashton, a friend of Rothko drew comparisons in his paintings to music,

"In the paintings of Rothko, extensions of a single color sustained like the reverberating chords in a symphony correspond to the long held note in music"

The relationship between music and art in the Rothko Chapel will be the focus of this essay. 

The De Menil family commissioned Rothko’s most important works early in 1965. The contract required Rothko to produce a set of murals for a chapel to be built in Houston, Texas. It was his first major commission that would allow him complete freedom to fulfil the aspirations in art that he had always had. A photograph of the interior of the chapel is provided at Plate 12.

Two musical compositions were commissioned for the Rothko Chapel. Both commissions were given to Jewish minimalist composers who were thought to be sympathetic to Rothko's aesthetic. The first piece, composed by Morton Feldman, was performed in 1972, as an autobiographical piece, entitled, "Rothko Chapel". Feldman was a friend of Rothko who shared many of the artist’s ideals; indeed, by his own admission, Feldman has been much influenced by his friendship with painters from the abstract expressionist group.

"I have always been interested in touch rather than musical forms"

Steve Reich, who had never met Rothko, composed the second piece, “Tehillim”, performed in 1984. Both compositions are very different in character but the aim is to see to what extent each piece represents Rothko's work and his chapel. 

This leads us to questions of the power of Rothko's paintings as independent entities and similarities and differences between all three artists' creative goals. That is to say, the discussion will be on how, if at all, Feldman and Reich have been able to capture the spirit of Rothko's art. The most significant factor that ties these three artists together is their Jewish heritage. It is Rothko's Jewish background, and his father's death that led to his disillusionment with society and life, and it was Steve Reich's rediscovery of his Jewish heritage that lead to the composition of 'Tehillim'. Morton Feldman also once said that he wanted to be the first great Jewish composer.

Interestingly, the relationship between art and music in this was not one sided. Evidence suggests that Rothko was equally preoccupied with music, literature, and philosophy as he was with art
. In fact, he was a self-taught mandolin and piano player and it is said that he often talked intelligently about music with Feldman. 

The predominant question is whether Rothko’s paintings and the artistic ideas themselves were powerful enough to influence a friend, from his own generation, as well as a stranger, who was twenty years his junior.

3. Rothko’s Biography

Mark Rothko was born into a Jewish Family in 1903. His life was always a struggle; his sister Sonia described him as a " very, very sick child". She also said that she " didn't expect him to live until [he was] about four years old"
. At school, he was bullied for being Jewish. He recalled having to wear a schoolbag on his back because anti-Semitic boys used to throw rocks at him when he walked to school.
 As a young child, he was viewed as a Hebrew infant prodigy and was forced by his father to go to cheder, which imposed a very strict timetable of elementary religious study during out of school hours. From his biography, by James E.B Breslin, Rothko's cheder experiences are recalled:

"Rothko's cheder narrative conveys an emotional reality: he experienced his father as severe and impositional - the sort of man who made his son all the more angry by subjecting him to a cheerless religious regime toward which he himself had previously been antagonistic". 

Despite refusing, at the age of nine, to return to the temple, Rothko had some religious aspirations, seen in the themes of myth that became a large part of his work in the 1940s and 50s. Although sources stress that Rothko's rebellion against his father at such an early age is very unusual,
 his father had, in fact, already emigrated to America for a year by the time Rothko was nine. This indicates how Rothko’s troubled life has been exaggerated, and often by himself. Indeed there are other stories that Rothko related of his youth that were prone to over exaggerations so that he could appear the great self-made artist he wanted to be.

Rothko's relationship with his father was never good. He resented his father for leaving him and his family for two years to emigrate to America. When Rothko and his brothers, sisters and mother finally emigrated to America his father died soon after their arrival. After this, Rothko felt much bitter resentment at the unjustness of his life. “He couldn't rely on or trust people, especially males in authority".

In America, Rothko still felt like an outsider.
 He resented being forced to leave Russia and move to a foreign place where he could not speak the language. He tried to resist assimilation and preserve his Russian heritage. 

In the early 1920s, he gained a place at Yale University and planned to major in engineering. However, he was victim to anti-Semitic prejudice and left before the end of his course because of it. During his time there his friends related that he had a sketchbook and was already a good draughtsman. However, Rothko proclaimed himself to have never received any formal training.

After leaving Yale, Rothko decided to go to New York and "wander around, bum about, starve a bit"
. This was not what his family expected of him and indicated a symbolic break from them and their traditions. It was not until he had arrived in New York that he discovered painting. In fact, he discovered painting accidentally when he met a friend at the Art Students league and saw the students sketching a nude model. Rothko's passion for painting was rooted in this first experience of seeing the nude model;

 "I thought that it was marvellous. I was intoxicated by it"

His break from his family was a very necessary step in his development as an artist. By leaving his family behind in Portland and living life on his own in New York, he distanced himself from their constricting demands. In New York, he could be anonymous and remake his identity. He enjoyed the feeling of being a young modern rebel, rejecting traditional authority.

Perhaps the disadvantage of this was that he was forced to live in poverty, often starving and sleeping rough. In the late 1920s, he told Arthur Gage;

"I've got to become a great painter because I've found a way to live for three days on a can of sardines and a loaf of bread and milk I stole from somebody down the hall". 

Gage commented that Rothko meant that if he could make that much physical sacrifice, he had to become a great painter.
 Rothko continued to find ways of liberating himself by self-punishment. Although he was no longer practising the ways of the Jewish religion, he had taken on a way of life that was equal if not more strict with its strive for transcendence. 

As was mentioned before, Rothko was a keen and talented musician. He had taught himself how to play the mandolin and piano and "could play just by ear"
. After his first marriage, Rothko acquired a piano and it is said he would play it for many hours because he said it gave him "sensual pleasure". “He especially liked Mozart, occasionally declaring "Mozart was a Jew" and then playing a Mozart theme in a Yiddish Style"
. Unfortunately, his piano became too much of a distraction to his work so he sold it. He was also known to spend time alone just listening to music,


“To be horizontal is to be at rest, to be comfortable; to be horizontal and listening to music - something Rothko loved to do - is to be enveloped with affecting sound, as if the listener were temporarily freed from the struggles, superficialities, and limits of an adult personality."

He was sometimes said to have declared that he became an artist to "raise painting to the level of poignancy of music and poetry"
. 

Living in New York, Rothko came into contact with other young artists. This provided the camaraderie that Rothko needed to become more confident in his artistic ideas. He drew his influence from American artists such as Max Weber and Milton Avery as well as the French modernists such as Joan Miro and Matisse. First hand contact, particularly with Milton Avery helped Rothko's style to develop considerably into the flat and richly coloured paintings for which he is well known. 

In 1934, Robert Godsoe, a gallery owner and art critic opened a gallery, named 'Gallery Secession'. The name of the new gallery was intended to provoke and the artists who exhibited were viewed, as 'The Illegitimates'
. Godsoe allowed the gallery to run as an informal co-operative so that artists could meet, "exchange ideas and become acquainted with each other's work".
 However, Godsoe started to exhibit painters who Rothko considered inappropriate and he was compelled to leave. Following this, in 1935, at a late meeting at Joseph Solman's studio he became part of  “The Ten”. 

The Ten actually consisted of nine first generation Jewish artists with a tenth rotating position. Rothko needed a group like The Ten since he was still searching for confirmation and support of his artistic ideas. The group also provided a stronger presence in the art community that such rising young artists needed. Four years later when members of The Ten were becoming more successful in their own right the group departed amiably.

In the late 1930s, Rothko's friendship with Adolph Gottlieb became more relevant to Rothko's artistic development. Gottlieb's style, at that time was becoming more sympathetic towards the surrealist movement and although most of the Ten saw Gottlieb's change of direction negatively, Rothko identified with some of the ideas of the surrealist movement with his own. During this period, he began to work on paintings based around mythology. The Second World War started during this period in Rothko's aesthetic development, which led to his contribution of The Omen of the Eagle (Plate 1) to the 'Artists for Victory' show at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1942. The show was designed to provide propagandist art for the war effort.

The 'Artists for Victory' show was created by a large coalition of artist federations and committees "for the single purpose of advancing the war effort with propagandistic art."
 Rothko was an active member of the Federation of Modern Painters and Sculptors who believed in creating "art as art instead of practising a pictorial form of story telling without aesthetic concept."

In the late 1940s, Rothko became friends with the artist Clyfford Still. Their friendship allowed Rothko to become more confident in the radical development of his painting style, leading to his multi-form paintings of floating rectangular areas, for which he is famously associated. However, Rothko's self doubt continued despite Still's support and these radical paintings were not exhibited until a few years after they had been painted.

In 1958, Rothko was commissioned to design a set of murals for a restaurant in the Seagram Building, New York. A painting within this set will be discussed later. However, Rothko withdrew his paintings from the contract after he found that his paintings would not be viewed in the right environment he had hoped. From this stage, the exhibiting environment became increasingly important to Rothko. Indeed, soon after he had refused the Seagram commission, when Werner Haftmann (a German art historian and curator) asked Rothko to participate in an exhibit in Germany, he replied that he did not want his pictures to be hung with others; "they needed a room of their own"
. When Haftmann said that a room could be arranged, Rothko "still refused, adding however that, as a Jew, he had no intention of exhibiting his works in Germany, a country that had committed so many crimes against Jewry." He went on to say that the only way he would consent to exhibit his works in Germany was if they would be placed “in the setting of an expiatory chapel dedicated to the victims of Nazism – for this he would execute the paintings free of charge.”
 Throughout his career, Rothko was clearly preoccupied with the state of humanity, which often extended beyond his Jewish roots. This will be discussed further in the next section through Rothko’s The Omen of the Eagle. 

In 1961, Rothko was invited to put on a full exhibition of his work in the Museum of Modern art in New York. Whilst the exhibition was well received, Rothko spent much time during the showing, hovering “anxiously about, starting conversations with sceptical looking stranger, trying to convert them. For all his grandiosity, Rothko himself was the doubter he was most struggling to convince."

In 1964, Rothko was commissioned by the de Menil family to produce a set of murals for a chapel to be built for the University of St Thomas in Houston, Texas. Rothko was very nervous about the success of the chapel and organised many evenings where he would invite well-known artists and critics to view his canvases in his studio. The chapel was completed in 1971. Although he died before its completion, he was able to specify the exact look of the building and chose the paintings that were to be placed in it. Of the eighteen canvases he selected, fourteen were to be hung in the chapel thus giving four alternatives. He was never able to reconsider these alternative works. Almost one year after Rothko's death, the chapel, originally intended to be Catholic, was made into a sanctuary for people of every denomination. 

4. Rothko’s Paintings

The paintings for which Rothko is most well known are best described in the catalogue of his one-man show at The Museum of Modern Art, New York in 1961.


"In his New York studio Mark Rothko has built a new habitat of extraordinary emotional dimensions. His paintings can be likened to annunciations. ... The painting itself is the proclamation; it is an autonomous object and its very size announces its eminence...Seen close up and in a penumbra, as these paintings are meant to be seen, they absorb, they envelop the viewer. We no longer look at a painting as we did in the nineteenth century; we are meant to enter it, to sink into its atmosphere of mist and light or draw it around us like a coat - or a skin.... These silent paintings with their enormous, beautiful, opaque surfaces are mirrors, reflecting what the viewer brings with him. In this sense, they can even be said to deal directly with human emotions, desires, relationships, for they are mirrors of our fantasy and serve as echoes of our experience.” 

This description of Rothko’s work was taken in the later part of his life. However, from the start, Rothko intended to create this transcendental experience; in a letter co-written by Barnett Newman and Adolph Gottlieb, in June 1943, Rothko's emphasis is on this aspect of his work;

"No possible set of notes can explain our paintings. Their explanation must come from a consummated experience between the picture and the onlooker."

The word 'consummated' here suggests that both the onlooker and the painting are equally engaged in one another in an almost spiritual transcendent state.

In order to describe Rothko's aesthetic, I will look at two of his works painted at an early and late period in his life; The Omen of the Eagle (1940) (Plate 1), and Red on Maroon (1959) (Plate 2) from the Seagram murals (a collection of his later works that were painted to hang in one room). 

Rothko’s Aesthetic Theories

After the late 1950s, Rothko spoke and wrote less about the meaning of his work since he felt that to explain would defeat the object of his art. He hoped that by placing a person in "an environment that he totally controlled ...this person should not help but see the message..."
. He had begun to work on the Seagram murals when he made his last public statement about his work in 1958, held at the Pratt Institute in Brooklyn. This was the last public recording of his aesthetic vision before his death and consequently the best documented evidence about the motivations behind the Rothko chapel paintings. In this lecture, Rothko spoke of "art as a trade."
, the consummated experience between painting and onlooker. "It is the communication about the world to someone else"
, which reflected his motivations behind The Omen of the Eagle (Plate 1) where he expressed the destructive nature of war.

He went on to state the important factors of a work of art,

"
1. 
There must be a clear preoccupation with death - intimations of mortality...tragic art, 
romantic art, etc. deals with the knowledge of death.

2. Sensuality. Out basis of being concrete about the world. It is a lustful relationship to things that exist. 

3.  Tension. Either conflict or curbed desire.

4.  Irony. This is a modern ingredient - self-effacement and examination by which a man for instant can go on to something else.

5.  Wit and Play...for the human element.

6.  The ephemeral and chance...for the human element.

7.  Hope. 10% to make the tragic concept more endurable.

I measure these ingredients very carefully when I paint a picture...It is always the form that follows these elements and the picture results from the proportions of these elements."

It was these ingredients that he hoped would all appear in his work. He was known to ponder over paintings for many hours, sometimes scrapping whole canvases and repainting them with almost negligible changes in the hope of capturing the ephemeral moment. Perhaps it was a desire to reveal a hint of something behind the facades of his work, since he believed that "there is more power in telling little than telling all"
. The other human element, (wit and play) he achieved by "shimmer...in weighing the edges to introduce a less rigorous play element."

During a question and answer session after the lecture, Rothko denounced self-expression for its lack of "will, intelligence and civilization"
. Self-expression perhaps would reveal too much and he would lose integrity as he had, as a young boy, arriving in America as a Russian Jewish immigrant, wearing the clothes of a foreigner, an outsider. Instead, he hoped to "communicate a view of the world that is not all of myself...I want to talk of something outside of myself - a great scope of experience.... My emphasis is on deliberateness. Truth must strip itself of self which can be very deceptive."
 Perhaps exercising deliberateness was the same as self- control. By losing control, he would allow elements of himself into the work, contaminating the purity of the truth he wished to project. 

He was then asked the reason for his large canvases. He had a definite reason for paintings on such large canvases and it stemmed from the desire to encompass completely the field of view of the onlooker. His paintings were designed for observation at the same distance that two people might converse. Enclosing the viewer's field of vision in the painting allowed him to control completely one of the spectator's senses. 


"Since I am involved with the human element, I want to create a state of intimacy - an immediate transaction. Large pictures take you into them. Scale is of tremendous importance to me - human scale. "

Intimacy was heightened by the use of dim lighting in the rooms where his works were shown. In bright conditions, light reflecting off the painting allows the onlooker to see all that is plainly on the surface. Placing the viewer in a darkened room demands more concentration to see the paintings. In dim light, observers must stand close to the painting and therefore devote their full attention to it in order to see what is there. 

At that point in his career, Rothko had abandoned human forms and mythology and he hoped to achieve his artistic goals by more abstract means. Rothko concluded in his lecture that his pictures “are involved with the scale of human feelings, the human drama, as much of it as I can express."

Early Period (until mid 1940s)

From the early 1940s, Rothko increasingly abandoned the use of the human figure, finding that he could not express his aesthetic completely with it. 


"Whoever used it mutilated it. No one could paint the figure as it was and feel that he could produce something that could express the world. I used mythology for a while substituting various creatures who were able to make intense gestures without embarrassment. I began to use morphological forms in order to paint gestures that I could not make people do."

The Omen of the Eagle (Plate 1) (displayed in 1942) at a show at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, is representative of the non-figurative painting of this period and will be used to analyse Rothko’s aesthetic during the early part of his career.

From the title, we can see that a sense of spirituality is introduced by the central myth. The mythic theme of the painting recalls the chorus of the Agamemnon, which describes an omen of two eagles devouring a pregnant hare. 
 Rothko wrote this of the piece in 1944,


"The theme here is derived from the Agamemnon Trilogy of Aeschylus...The picture deals not with the particular anecdote, but rather with the spirit of Myth, which is generic to all myths at all times. It involves a pantheism in which man, bird, beast and tree-the known as well as the knowable-merge into a single tragic idea."

In this statement, we can see where Rothko's aesthetic lay. The themes from Greek Mythology were used more as a vehicle to express the spirit of "man's primitive fears and motivations no matter in which land or time, changing only in detail but never in substance"
. His aim is to use this vehicle to appeal to the spectator's complex primal senses and do so with the simplicity of the single tragic idea. 

This tragic idea was symbolised by the use of the eagle, which was the national emblem of both Germany and the United States. During the Second World War, propaganda in America encouraged belief in battle between barbarism and civilisation. However, In 'The Omen of the Eagle, Rothko combined these two sides into a single barbaric figure, showing all war of the past or present to be based on primitive, instinctual aggression against every source of life (the pregnant hare). However, the figure as an uncomfortable juxtaposition of man, bird beast and tree, provides the embodiment of both the victim and predator, the "tragic and timeless"
.

Although the painting was hung in the "Artist for Victory “show at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, it did not actually promote victory at all. Ironically, his painting symbolised the damage of war; that there is no victorious side when there is destruction on both. The conflict within the painting was emphasised further by Rothko's merging of the geometric and the organic.

Though he was sometimes mistaken as a surrealist,
 his work tried to incorporate both surrealist and abstract ideas, in his strive for something new and independent of both.

"I quarrel with surrealist and abstract art only as one quarrels with his father and mother, recognizing that the inevitability and function of my roots, but insistent on my dissension: I, being both they and an integral completely independent of them."

Surrealism appealed to him was because the movement based its work on looking at fantasy and hallucinations. In 1924, André Breton published the "first surrealist manifesto" in which he stated the formal definition for surrealism. 

"Surrealism, n. Pure psychic automatism by whose means it is intended to express verbally, or in writing, or in any other manner, the actual functioning of thought. Dictation of thought, in absence of all control by reason and outside of all aesthetic or moral preoccupations."

However, Rothko was not a pure surrealist since he did not believe in allowing his paintings to be viewed as unreal dream-like states. He wanted the embodiment of real symbols of primal feeling in the figures of his paintings to project onto the onlooker. It was not the feeling the observer might get from looking at the painting but the feeling within it, constructed with enough power to project onto any viewer. The hallucinatory compositions would therefore be equivalent to these projected feelings rather than those evoked by surreal imagery. As described by a fellow artist who shared his view on abstraction, Barnett Newman, Rothko's abstract form was considered a living "carrier of the awesome feelings felt before the terror of the unknowable" 
. In an interview with William Seitz in 1953, he verbalised his independence from surrealism.


"...[We] were insisting that symbols were real...This means that the artist gave form to the feeling which one would derive from the Surrealist dream. Thus it is real experience, tangible because it is material."

Capturing the essence of thought within art appealed to Rothko and by combining this with myth, he hoped to raise his mythic paintings to another level of reality. surrealists Metamorphosed objects to articulate thoughts and feelings in such a way that the paintings would be felt but not seen. Rothko felt very strongly about the use of objects to project the essence of consciousness; the idea of "drama rather than aesthetics"
. Rothko believed in the creation of the human drama in his paintings, and stated this in an article originally published in Possibilities, 1, New York, In 1947.


"I think of my pictures as dramas; the shapes in the pictures are the performers. They have been created from the need for a group of actors who are able to move dramatically without embarrassment and execute gestures without shame."

The picture is divided into four horizontal sections, which was idea used in many of his paintings at this time. The figure in the painting seems to be an amalgamation of an eagle and a male or female body. The horizontal section above its feet seems to contain the figure's reproductive organs. However, "this space is abstract, constructed, man-made, looking as though nothing organic could ever emerge from it. This chimera is sterile."

The structural, almost architectural form of the figure reveals and hides itself behind a series of structures that are positioned behind the main wall of the abdominal section. The structure behind only revealed by holes in this wall. Rothko placed emphasis on revealing and hiding his paintings behind facades. He believed that his message would be more powerful if not everything was revealed.

In terms of composition, the figure was painted very close to the edge of the picture frame, which led to a claustrophobic atmosphere, as if 'bricked in'. This was a recurring theme within his paintings. Even in early figurative paintings, his figures appeared to have box-like bodies with fused joints, packed into small, enclosed spaces. Angular lines were sometimes used to suggest cornered off areas or enclosed spaces.

When Rothko made the statement about The Omen of the Eagle 
, his paintings were starting to become much more abstract and he began to paint in floating patches of glowing colour. Each of the four sections of the painting discussed earlier 
 are predominantly one colour and much of the images and suggestions of form within each section are created using large free brush strokes. By this time, he was using more abstract shapes such as the bulging polyps at the centre of The Omen of the Eagle. However, he gradually found, in the period of the mid to late 1940s, that he could no longer use mythology to achieve his aesthetic goals and started to paint very abstract floating forms, usually of one colour. These floating areas and background of single colour would be characteristic of the multi-forms for which his success and popularity would stem.

Late Period (from mid to late 1940s)

In the spring of 1945, Rothko married his second wife, Mary Alice Beistle. Although he had started experimenting with a more abstract style, his second marriage indicated a symbolic break from his previous wife, who had begun to lose faith in his abilities and was becoming a successful jewellery designer herself. Her success was so great that Rothko had to start helping her to sell and deliver her products. Without the support, confidence and possible idolisation that he needed from his wife, Rothko was not able to devote his time and spirits to painting. His new wife however, provided all the support and encouragement that was vital for Rothko to develop his new style confidently.

Despite this new confidence boost, Rothko continued to exhibit his mythical works until 1948. In fact, many of the paintings he showed during 1946 to 1948 had been shown before although it is known that the first paintings he did in his “multiform” style were done in 1946. In the spring of 1949, he finally exhibited his multi-form works. The popularity of these works and the others that followed led to a series of important commissions.

In 1958, Rothko was commissioned by Philip Johnson, architect of the Seagram building, New York to paint a set of "500-600 square feet of paintings "
 for the Four Seasons restaurant within it. In the contract, Rothko had allowed himself a clause so that he could keep the paintings if he so wished. Eventually, he decided that the restaurant was an unsuitable place for the paintings since they were to be hung in an expensive restaurant where only the elite would be able to look at them. He later donated them to the Tate Gallery, London.

The commission took Rothko into a different style of painting that he had not considered before. There were certain constraints on the way he could position his canvases in the long narrow dining hall of the restaurant. One major difference was the height that the paintings needed to be hung. In order to be seen, they had to hang above the diner's head but Rothko was used to hanging his work very close to the floor. Hanging the canvases close to the floor allowed the painting to be seen on equal terms with the onlooker, surrounding the observer's field of vision. However, the murals for the Seagram project were painted at about four and a half feet off the floor. This was one of a few changes that Rothko was forced to make to his painting methods and style in order to express his aesthetic in a different environment and thus "push[ed] his art in a new direction"
.

By this time, Rothko had already received a commission at the Art Institute of Chicago to exhibit nine of his paintings. This had forced him to consider his paintings in relation to one another. The Seagram project allowed him to go a step further and consider how and in what environment the paintings would be hung; the lighting, distance from viewer, and arrangement were all closely explored by him. The paintings and the place they were hung would become one living entity, thus providing him with experimentation in real space and time. In 1959, He felt he achieved this with the murals and commented to his friend Dore Ashton, 

"They are not pictures." "I have made a place."

The dimensions of the room that the paintings were to be placed in meant that Rothko found he could no longer paint his horizontal rectangles of colour. He started turning the paintings on their sides and found that he could create suggestions of columns, windows or even portals. This can be seen in Red on Maroon  (Plate 2). 

Looking closely at this mural, we can gradually see the ingredients of Rothko's art emerge. Charles Harrison considered the mural to show a phallic pillar at first glance.
 However, as the eye is drawn outwards, we see that a red frame encloses this pillar-like shape. This might suggest something more akin to a womb-like structure. Alternatively, it could be a portal, marking a "place of transition, a crossing...of borders, a site of physical movement and emotional crisis, of coming and going, leaving and returning, loss and reunion"
. Another interpretation is that the painting appears to show the transition from life to death; the single tragic image that all death must start with life. 

On close inspection, the red portal is not as solid as it seems. Thin application of paint at the bottom of this gate means that the varying gradient of pink to dark grey is seen to continue behind it, revealing a wall. Yet the edges of this portal are hazy and the right column seems to bulge, as if stretching to fill the canvas. Perhaps the onlooker realises that though the painting at first seems to reveal a portal of escape into a transcendental world, there is a wall behind it with no visible means of passing it. This suggests a sense of raised and disappointed hopes. The viewer is trapped in this state of transition. From this, we can see the reason for his emphasis on facades. Without the portal, there would be no hope since all would be revealed immediately. Moreover, there would be no tension caused by the interplay of different abstract shapes. 

The scale of the work allows the viewer to face the painting on an intimate level. The canvas is 8¾' high and just under 8' wide 
. By creating canvases that would enclose the entire field of view of the onlooker, Rothko sought to extend his paintings beyond the canvas. Such a large canvas would have allowed the portal to be large enough to admit a human. The relative size of his shapes allows the viewer to be completely immersed in Rothko's transcendental world, heightening the level of intimacy between the onlooker and the painting. Elaine De Kooning, a friend of Rothko wrote of this immersion in an essay written in 1957. It is worth noting that Rothko had disagreed with the first draft of the essay and had asked De Kooning to rewrite it while he waited in her apartment.


"His canvases have a curious way of transforming the people standing before them. Their skin, hair, eyes, clothes, size, gesture assume a dreamlike clarity and glow. It is as though the painting emptied the space before it, creating a vacuum in which everything three-dimensional takes on a an absolute or ideal existence."

On even closer observation, of the painting, we are able to see the details in the brush strokes and dribbles of paint. Perhaps what we saw of the bulge in the right hand part of the portal was part of Rothko's human element of wit and play, and of the ephemeral. These marks of the artist's work have been frozen and preserved in time as the artist had intended when the mural was being painted. This indicates the amount of control that Rothko wished to exert over his art and his audience.

The removal of the traditional picture frame from his canvases turned his paintings further outwards. His murals were therefore not separated from the surroundings and reality by a clean line of reference. Like the hazy edges of his rectangles, he was blurring the edges of the world of the onlooker and that of the painting. The chapel commission was to take his art further in this direction and allowed him to create and control his ultimate transcendental experience.

5. The Rothko Chapel Paintings

It was after Rothko's work on the Seagram murals that he was commissioned by the De Menil family to paint a set of murals for a Catholic Chapel in Houston. Though this might have seemed to betray his Jewish roots, he actually wanted "to be thought of as a religious but not as a specifically Jewish painter; that ruled out synagogues."

Shortly after he had received the commission, Rothko spoke of it to his friend Dore Ashton, 

"...he talked about making east and west merge in an octagonal chapel...It is the truly controlled situation he has always demanded."

The octagonal shape that Rothko described recalls baptisteries and tombs designed by Christian architects in Europe. This shape would "surround, enclose - or perhaps enwomb - the viewer within his paintings."

Like the Seagram mural project, this new commission allowed him to take a new direction in his work. Now he was able to control completely the space, which was to house his canvases. The location of the chapel was perfect since it was outside of the city. This meant that only those who were sympathetic to his work would be willing to make the journey to see them. It also distanced his work from those of the new art scenes of a younger generation, who regarded the old New York School as old fashioned.
 The commission, whilst giving him power over the environment and installation of his paintings also led to a feeling of vulnerability
. All his ideas would be exposed in what he viewed could be the summation of his artistic career. This forced him to redress the methods he used to project his aesthetic.

At the start of the project, Philip Johnson, who had designed the Seagram building was employed as the architect of the chapel. However, Rothko and Johnson never got on. Whilst Johnson wanted to create a visually prominent building in which Rothko's paintings could hang, Rothko wanted a building to contain his paintings and not over power them. A friend recalled that he “did not want anyone to feel that they would go to the Chapel because it was an architectural wonder"
. 

Eventually, Rothko asked the De Menils if a new architect could be found who would allow him full control of the overall form of the chapel. The De Menils agreed and the project was given to two Houston architects, Howard Barnstone and Eugene Aubry, who designed the chapel, as Rothko wanted – creating an exterior that would echo the atmosphere of his paintings. The three-dimensional space directly in front of his painting was now part of his canvas and something that he felt he had to control if his art was to carry itself. Such was the vulnerability of his work that lighting, wall colour and hanging height had to be meticulously adjusted to maximise the quiet ambience of his paintings. As we know, Rothko turned down work when he felt that it would be placed in an environment that would not show his paintings to their advantage
. He wrote in 1947 of his concerns with allowing his pictures to be seen as he had intended,

“A picture lives by companionship, expanding and quickening in the eyes of the sensitive observer. It dies by the same token. It is therefore a risky and unfeeling act to send it out into the world.” 

Since this companionship between painting and observer was difficult to achieve, Johnson’s differences in opinion were too much of a risk to Rothko’s work. He would have to control the environment in which they would be placed so that he could be happy sending them out into the world.

The style of his paintings in the Rothko Chapel is very different to those from the Seagram project. Although he maintains his characteristic abstract planes of colour, the shades are much darker, and the edges of his shapes are no longer hazy. The canvases have taken on a more geometric and symmetrical feel.

Fourteen paintings hang on the eight walls of the Rothko Chapel (see Plate 11 for chapel paintings layout). There appears to be a line of symmetry on entering the room that runs from the centre of the north to south walls. Triptychs hanging on the west, east and north walls with single works on the remaining five. The chapel is entered from the either side of the south wall. At first, the room feels asymmetric, with each painting, by its sheer scale, imposing on the central space of the chapel. However, as the visitor moves into the central part of the chapel, an axis of symmetry that runs from the centre of the south to north walls becomes apparent. The eye is drawn first to the largest of the works in the room, hung on the North wall. This is the Apse Triptych (Plate 3). 

The Apse Triptych consists of three large, canvases hung as one rectangular unit. The central canvas, 9 inches wider than the two surrounding paintings appears to have been painted with a more diluted black wash so that it seems to be a little brighter and warmer than the two surrounding it. This allows the middle canvas to be more prominent than the two that surround it, allowing a slight bulge in the picture space of the triptych as a whole. The illumination of this piece is further emphasised by its break from the octagonal line, created by the rest of the paintings. It is set back slightly and is therefore further away from the light source at the top and centre of the room. The difference in its position and illumination, suggest a warm and dark enclosed intimate space that the other paintings do not allow. By geometry, the two side canvases are darkened further, being farther away from the light source, compared to the central painting, thus emphasising the brightness of it. The dominance and purposeful offset of the apse triptych suggests a symbolic altarpiece. 

On closer inspection, the two side canvases that appeared to be symmetrical are not. The painting to the right has prominent horizontal lines. Brush strokes seem to show only vertical movement. Looking at the direction of the brush strokes there appears to be three different transitions within this triptych. The left most appears to be the most harmonious of the three, with no distinguishing brush strokes on its surface. However, the middle canvas appears to show more signs of movement with strong brush strokes going horizontally and vertically. By the third painting, the brush strokes have changed their pattern again and horizontal lines appear that seem to show something more regular and predictable. Each painting with its differing markings show the juxtaposition of individuality but it is the more energetic brush strokes of the middle canvas that provides the focal point of the piece.

Turning through 180º reveals the entrance-wall panel (
Plate 4
). Though its dimensions are identical to the central panel of the apse triptych, the painting appears to be vertical, imposing, and cold. A black rectangle is set inside a red frame with narrow borders at the top and sides and a much larger area at the bottom of the canvas. Its vertical appearance is emphasised by several factors. The most apparent is the large expanse of white wall on either side of the painting, in contrast to the horizontal expanse of the apse triptych canvases. Perspective manipulation has been achieved by organising the interaction of the black rectangle and the red frame to produce an exaggerated foreshortened effect. This is where the border of the red frame at the bottom of the canvas is much wider than that at the top. The narrow band of red is further emphasised by the slightly wider fringes to the sides of the painting.

The surface of this work is much harder than that of the apse triptych. The painting does not have the slightly translucent feel, which is characteristic of many of his previous works. This black void seems to open out beyond the red frame or door and the observer is drawn towards it. This pulling effect is further emphasised by the height at which the painting is hung. The bottom red area meets the observer at waist-height, showing the ease with which it would be possible to climb over the red frame into the void beyond. However, whilst the black area is glossy, the red frame is of a different texture, with a dull more light-absorbent feel. These contrasting textures suggest that the black area might be expanding and taking over the picture plane.

At first glance, the black-figure triptychs on the east and west wall (Plate 5 and respectively) are virtually identical in composition and layout. Both are symmetrical about a central vertical axis with a slightly larger central canvas, raised a little above the two that it is placed between. The pieces are predominantly black with varying widths of a slightly paler black border, echoing in the form of the entrance-wall painting. On closer inspection, subtle differences between the two triptychs become apparent. This slight difference might imply a tension within the octagonal space. Whilst these two sets of paintings are part of a whole, they appear to strive independence whilst being caught in apparent symmetry. The slightly higher position of the central panel emphasises this individuality. There is also a difference of only an eighth of an inch between the paler borders of the east and west wall triptychs, which adds tension to the works.

The remaining four paintings are single works, hung on the faces of the chapel (
Plate 8
 to Plate 12). Unlike the other paintings, these are almost identical black works. Placing these works in between those discussed earlier creates a sense of asymmetric instability in the view of the works at any time. The scale of the chapel is such that only three paintings can be seen at a time (the observed work and two in the peripheral vision). This instability induces a feeling of transition and are perhaps the works that lead the observer round the chapel. These paintings are perhaps those most affected by the changing light conditions of the chapel from the skylight. The loose washes of black that are applied allowing for differences in the works also change differently when the light shifts.

The size of these canvases are the largest in the chapel (14'9. 5'' by 11'3'') and their size is enhanced by the narrower walls on which they are hung. Their apparent scale gives weight to the whole series and brings the paintings together as one unit. The incidental brush strokes of these paintings are not so apparent on these works compared to the Apse Triptych. The proportions of brush strokes to canvas size mean that there are no apparent shapes. Unable to fix on any recognisable shapes, the cloud-like apparition
 allows the onlooker to 'float' on to the next painting. 

Perhaps these single paintings are the vessel used by Rothko to transport us on a transcendent journey. It is this dimly lit chapel that was to be the concert hall for the premieres of two pieces of music composed by Morton Feldman and Steve Reich. 

6. Feldman and Reich’s Musical Visions 

Feldman’s vision
Feldman’s artistic vision was similar to Rothko’s in many ways. He believed in using music as a vehicle for spiritual transcendence and used sound rather than paint to create this. Dore Ashton, a friend of Rothko wrote of the similarities of Feldman's music to paintings in the 1960s,

"[Morton Feldman's] music - hesitant, reticent, disembodied and non symbolic in the sense that the sounds have no reference to anything but themselves-refuses the architectural tradition of music and aligns itself with the expansive space of contemporary painting… Feldman [took]...the transcendental attitude that the voice of music - as opposed to noise - is like the first breath of a human, pure and exquisite, uncontaminated by the multiplicity of experience."

By his own account, Feldman also recalls being influenced by the painter Philip Guston, who like Rothko, also believed in creating the transcendental experience. 


"Guston made me aware of the "metaphysical place" which we all have but which so many of us are not sensitive to by previous conviction."

Feldman’s published ideas on music show his significant interest in art. During the 1950s, when his career was in its early stages, painters, poets, and composers were beginning to show mutual interest. In some circumstances, painters had been know to commission compositional works for their paintings. Ideas from art and music were merging and Feldman had many conversations with his friend John Cage (who was also a composer) about art rather than music.

Feldman also believed in using music to hold a moment in its quivering and vulnerable state. 

"I'm involved in stasis. It's frozen, at the same time it’s vibrating."

He describes this belief in more detail in his essay entitled "Crippled Symmetry"
 in which he talks also of Rothko's use of scale and symmetry.


"...it is Rothko's scale that removed any argument over the proportions of one area to another, or over its degree of symmetry or asymmetry. The sum of the parts does not equal the whole: rather, scale is discovered and contained as an image. It is not form that floats the painting, but Rothko's finding of that particular scale which suspends all proportions in equilibrium.

Stasis, as it is utilized in painting, is not traditionally part of the apparatus of music. Music can achieve aspects of immobility or the illusion of it... The degree of stasis, found in a Rothko or a Guston were perhaps the most significant elements that I brought to my music from painting. For me, stasis, scale and pattern have put the whole question of symmetry and asymmetry in abeyance. "

The use of the word 'immobility' recalls an article that Rothko wrote in the 1947,

"For me the great achievements of the centuries in which the artist accepted the probable and familiar as his subjects were the pictures of the single human figure - alone in a moment of utter immobility."

Rothko's belief in his paintings being living emotions
 is echoed in Feldman's ideas also. Feldman's music is usually full of chords interspersed by silences and without an identifiable beat. In his essay, "The anxiety in Art", Feldman described his ideas of what art and music should be.

"The atmosphere of a work of art, what surrounds it, that 'place' in which it exists - all this is thought of as a lesser thing, charming but not essential. Professionals insist on essentials ... not understanding that everything we use to make art is precisely what kills it. This is what every painter I know understands. And this is what almost no composer I know understands."

In this essay, Feldman also talks about the necessity to have anxiety or tragedy in art. "Where in life we do everything we can to avoid anxiety, in art we must pursue it." This recalled Rothko's ideas of portraying the single tragic moment in his work and also his desire to be liberated into art through rejection from society.
 However, suffering for his art was not something that Feldman did. Detail was very important, even down to the chair that he sat on to do his work. 


“I remember for a time I had an idée fixe that if I found the right chair to work in, all compositional problems would become non-existent…I don't want to imply that practicality is another word for comfort. I rather mean that it brings us close to the work establishing a rapport with it, rather than encouraging a network of ideas that keeps us outside it."

Like Rothko, Feldman believed in allowing his music to establish a relationship with his audience. This is characteristic of his use of very long pieces of music (sometimes up to five hours long), making it very challenging to listen to. The challenge was heightened by the necessity to go to live performances to listen to his music where the audience would be unable to move for hours at a time. He explained his long compositions in a lecture in Toronto in 1983 by saying that he wanted to "get rid of the audience"
. In this instance, he was not trying to do away with the listener but to promote a more intimate experience between the performer and audience. The word 'audience' would imply little interaction between listener and performer or music. However, as with Rothko's interest in the relationship between the painting and its onlooker, Feldman believed in the need for interaction between the performer and listener for his music to be understood and reach its full potential.

However, unlike Rothko, Feldman preferred to exert much less control over the performance of his work and used “unpredictability, chance and spontaneity”
 in his scoring. To this end, he believed in allowing his performers freedom in their performance. He believed in allowing the work to speak for itself. So much so, that he was very concerned with the decay of sound itself rather than its initial "attack", which could be described as sound that appeared to have no beginning, middle or end.


"The attack of a sound is not its character. Actually, what we hear is the attack and not the sounds. Decay, however, this departing landscape, this expressed where the sounds exists in our hearing - leaving us rather than coming towards us "
.

In giving freedom to the performance of his work, he was not forfeiting all control of his music. “The question at hand, the real question is whether we will control the materials or choose instead to control the experience…"
. Since he wanted to use his music as a way of creating a transcendental experience, this it where he concentrated his efforts.

Although at first Rothko’s excessive desire to control his paintings seems to contradict Feldman’s freer style, one might say that Rothko was equally engaged in the use of unpredictability, chance, and spontaneity in his work. The words he chose were “Wit and Play”
, which he encouraged in one instance, by allowing wet paint to run down his canvases. On some occasions, he was also known to turn his canvases round so that the paint would run in different directions.  

Feldman's preoccupation with sound in music often lead him to entitle his works purely by the instruments in which the music was composed, such as "violin and piano" or "three clarinets, cello and piano". This was very similar to Rothko's late works which were either untitled or were named after the colours within them.

Reich’s vision

Steve Reich, on the other hand, had very different artistic beliefs compared to those of Rothko. Reich's music was not taken seriously until 1968 when he published his first essay entitled "music as a gradual process". This is one of Reich's major interests in music;


"Listening to an extremely gradual musical process opens my ears to it, but it always extends farther than I can hear, and that makes it interesting to listen to the musical process again. That area of every gradual process (completely controlled) musical process, where one hears the details for the sounds moving out away from intentions, occurring for their own acoustic reasons is it."

In this quotation, we also see that Reich also has an interest creating an organic life out of his music. The musical process is designed to bind and shape the overall piece and allow the listener to become liberated by the ecstatic quality of his music.


"While performing and listening to gradual musical processes one can participate in a particular liberating and impersonal kind of ritual. Focusing in on the musical process makes possible that shift of attention away from the he and she and you and me outwards towards it."

Despite major difference in their aesthetic outlook, Reich and Rothko do share a few fundamental ideas. Like Rothko, Reich is very concerned about the intimacy of his listener and the music. "To facilitate close listening, a musical process should happen extremely gradually."
. He creates his work intuitively just as Rothko relied on his intuition to create the equilibrium of scales and colour in his works; "You want to hear music that moves you, and if you don't then you're not really very curious to find out how it was put together. The truth is, the musical intuition is at the rock bottom level of everything I've ever done." Similarly, Rothko wanted the observer of his paintings to look closely at them, and see the component parts of them. In Rothko’s paintings, a relationship might develop with the onlooker; at first, a distant view provides an image of blurred brush strokes, but on closer, more intimate observation, each stroke that contributed to the whole becomes apparent. This more detailed study of the painting can be related to the various facets of a person’s character that contribute to the individual’s whole personality whilst the distant view might be comparable to the first impression, one might get on meeting that person. The overall dialogue between painting and observer of Rothko’s work seems much more complex than Reich’s wish for a more mechanical appreciation of his music from his audience or of ‘how it was put together’.

Unlike Rothko, Reich believes in allowing little control over his music when it is performed. "In any music which depends on a steady pulse, as my music does, it is actually tiny micro variations of that pulse created by human beings, playing instruments or singing, that gives life to the music."
. He also believes that the music should have enough power to unite performers into the single musical process of the piece. "This music is not the expression of the momentary state of mind of the performers while playing rather, the momentary state of mind of the performers while playing is largely determined by the ongoing composed slowly changing music."
 However, Reich does prefer to participate in the performance of his pieces despite, by his own admission, his "limitations as a performer".

"It seems clear that a healthy musical situation would only result when the functions of composer and performer were united."
.

Similarly to Rothko, Steve Reich did not believe in expressing himself in his work. The work had to speak for itself and be a separate entity. 


"The pleasure I get from playing is not the pleasure of expressing myself, but of subjugating myself to the music and experiencing the ecstasy that comes from being part of it."

As well as the performers being in ecstasy, he hoped to achieve this with his listeners.

7. Feldman and Reich’s Rothko Chapel compositions

Rothko Chapel
Feldman's Rothko Chapel consists of four parts performed by an ensemble of voices and instruments. It was written as a semi-autobiographical piece and includes a tune that Feldman wrote when he was fourteen. The piece took Feldman away from the usual approach to his methods of composition because he included references to himself and the world around him. As well as including the tune from his childhood, he also incorporated a tune that he wrote on the day that Stravinsky died.

It must be stressed that it was unusual for Feldman to include references to himself in his work and whilst Rothko would have disagreed with including the self in his work
, this is Feldman’s only composition that has an autobiographical element. Ironically, Feldman also tried to include references to Rothko’s painting style and life within the piece, juxtaposing Rothko, and his own life into one. Given Rothko’s refusal to hand his works alongside that of any other artist, it is unlikely that he would have approved of such a combination
. Nevertheless, there are many aspects of Feldman’s piece that complement Rothko’s artistic style that will be highlighted later.

Rothko Chapel begins with lone rolling tympani, interspersed with silences in which the sound is allowed to echo within the space. Then a legato tune is heard from a viola. At the start, each instrument plays individually into the silence. The chorus appears as a blanketed chord that echoes in the space. There is no discernible tune. Instead, we hear sounding of notes by different instruments. All the notes allowed to decay in the silence. The softly drumming tympani provides an accompaniment and creates a feeling of tension through the clear calm voices of the chorus. Transitions between the chords of the chorus are very soft gradual, changing tones one part at a time, as if slowly coming into focus. Such subtle transitions reflect the changing forms seen in the loose layers of dark washes applied to Rothko’s four single black works in the chapel.

The piece culminates in bringing the entire ensemble together, playing more closely together in an almost deafening crescendo due to the rise from such inaudibility. Care has been taken not to allow any repetition or anything that might be mistaken for a tune. Instead, what we hear is abstract sound. 

The second piece also starts with the tympani except it produces a steadier beat that the chorus appears to react against. There is an air of foreboding and when the viola and chorus come in, they play the same note repeated slowly, each time allowing the sound to decay. Eventually, different parts of the chorus change tone but the change is almost unnoticeable. The listener must strain to hear these very subtle differences. After a while, the beginning of the first movement is echoed in this piece with the drumming tympani. 

The third piece starts with the chorus, appearing to sing in one chord. However, there are some new attacks to the notes and some parts are allowed to fade and drop in tone before sounding again, recalling the vibrant colours and the hazy edges of Rothko’s earlier multiform works. 

The fourth piece begins with a single voice. As with the rest of the piece, the voice is pure and has no vibrato. Feldman's emphasis is on pure sound rather than something that is rich and deep, which reflects Rothko’s use of colour in his paintings. The gentle rolling of the tympani is again present in this movement. Viola is allowed some vibrato but the notes are still very clean and are allowed to permeate the space in which it is played. A high note sounded by the viola and vibraphone simultaneously, creates an element of surprise, which punctuates the chorus and tympani.

The ending is a duet between the vibraphone and viola and is a much more distinguishable tune. The chorus joins the vibraphone and viola and they all come together into a slight crescendo. It is almost a calling from the future, perhaps pulling the listener back to the present after experiencing this transcendence into Rothko's life and art. The tune is a little sad and contemplative of a life that has been left behind, perhaps the reminiscence of childhood or a more innocent era. It is ironic that this tune has been placed at the end of the piece and possibly highlights the tragedy of life with birth as the beginning of a slow death.

Feldman describes the pieces in the cover note to his first recording of the work.

"
1.  A longish declamatory opening;


2.  A more stationary 'abstract' section for chorus and chimes;


3.  A motivic interlude for soprano, viola and tympani


4.  A lyrical ending for viola with vibraphone accompaniment, later joined by the chorus in a collage effect."

The aim of each part was to provide "a series of highly contrasted merging sections"
 in order to create "dramatic interest". He also spoke about his intention to bring in hints of "quasi-Hebraic"
 melody and musical intervals that had "the ring of the synagogue"
.

 Rothko Chapel was the last piece that Feldman wrote with "the illusion of feeling in mind…That is, I went back to a more abstract music, less detailed, still precisely notated, but with another big change: longer, larger compositions. "
. As mentioned previously, it had been written as an autobiographical piece, which arguably Rothko would not have approved
. By producing an autobiographical composition, Feldman captures something very personal and possibly less significant than Rothko's larger themes. 

In an interview in 1976, Feldman discussed the piece with Fred Orton and Gavin Bryars. 


"The piece begins in a synagoguey type of way; a little rhetorical and declamatory. And as I get older the piece gets a little abstract, just like my own career. Then in the middle of the piece there is one thing that is really at odds with the other parts but which makes the piece a very interesting trip: where I just have same chords, and I'm tripping for a long time, and it's very monochromey… Then there is a tune in the middle of the piece, a dialogue between soprano and tympani and viola, which was little Stravinskyish on purpose: I wrote that tune the day Stravinsky died. So it was Stravinsky, Rothko, dead. It was the only piece - and it will never happened again - when all kinds of facts, literary facts, reminiscent facts, came into the piece." 

This quotation highlights many of Feldman's ideas about the piece that distinguish it from his usual work. His description of a passage being monochrome in style recalls the colours of the chapel paintings. He goes on to describe a hallucinatory state which recalls the effect Rothko had strived to achieve in his work. Feldman's incorporation of the outside world in the Stravinsky-esque dialogue between soprano and tympani may not have pleased Rothko who had created the chapel to enclose visitors from it.

The possible tragedy of the piece may be seen in the last movement of the piece with a solo viola accompanied by a vibraphone. This movement contains the only melodic passage that has a sad and reminiscent tune, with indications of departure. Perhaps Feldman was thinking of his own imminent departure and through this, remembering his happy childhood. This final part also echoes Rothko's unhappy transplantation from Russia at the age of ten, leaving behind something that he would never be able to return to. As with Rothko's ideas that his paintings should have a clear preoccupation with death, we see this in the last movement where death and birth are considered simultaneously.

Feldman composed the piece with the space of the chapel in mind, as he explains in his interview in 1976,


"I think the orchestration was to some degree affected by the fact that I was writing it for a big production at the chapel. … and it just cried out-the octagonal situation- to do something at the sides. That's where the antiphonal chorus came in…. "

It becomes apparent that Feldman's arrangement of the ensemble is as important as the height of hanging of Rothko's canvases. The location of different parts of his ensemble in the chapel shapes the space between and around them. By placing virtually identical parts of the ensemble on opposite sides of the chapel, a quivering state of equilibrium is created that is obliterated when the two sides sing alternately, and strengthened when they sing together in harmony. Thus the wit and play that Rothko insisted on
 is echoed in Feldman’s work by idiosyncrasies in the performance of each part.

Feldman's use of the antiphonal chorus was highlighted, particularly at the end of the piece after the viola tune. "It was a reference and also another metaphor, in the sense of the interrelationships of all the panels which go from one to another. I used an antiphonal idea to give an overall hue of one thing, using an antiphonal device to make you get involved with totality. The effect was absolutely stunning."

The use of a chorus on opposite sides of the chapel perhaps reflects how Rothko arranged his works. Each singer in the chorus is different but when they are grouped together, the voices appear as one sound. However, there are inevitably very subtle differences in sound between the two groups of singers, which might suggest signs of contradiction through the apparent symmetry of their physical arrangement. In a similar manner, the apse triptych and entrance-wall canvas in the chapel face each other and bind the space in between them in a state of contradiction. Similarly, the east and west wall triptychs seem identical, but their slight difference causes an appearance of struggle for identity, causing yet another tension. Perhaps Feldman achieved the tension better by using sound since its source is much easier to perceive in three-dimensions, (even when it is very quiet) compared to light and colour.

Rothko’s use of the octagonal space was also in line with Feldman's ideas of the decay of sound. Feldman took advantage of the inherent echo in the chapel, which allowed sound to reverberate. In such a room, very soft notes come alive and feel intimate and louder chords, especially from the chorus can surround and enclose the listener with such force that a feeling of claustrophobia is induced. He emphasises the use of enclosing sound in the cover notes of the piece.


"To a large degree, my choice of instruments (in terms of forms used, balance and timbre) was affected by the space of the chapel as well as the paintings. Rothko's imagery goes right to the edge of the canvas and I wanted the same effect with the music - that it should permeate the whole octagonal - shaped room and not be heard from a certain distance. The result is very much what you have in a recording. The sound is closer, more physically with you than in a concert hall."

Again, this effect points to the similarly claustrophobic feel of Rothko’s paintings.

As mentioned previously, Feldman shared many of the same aesthetic as Rothko. The main aspect that separates Feldman’s piece from Rothko’s own artistic ideas is his decision to make Rothko Chapel an autobiographical piece. However, there are many other parts of the piece that are inline with Rothko’s own artistic vision. These include the use of pure sound, as Rothko uses pure colour and the preoccupation with death expressed by the Stravnsky-esque tune that Feldman wrote on the day of the death of the composer, and the tragically reminiscent tune from his childhood played at the end of the piece. Feldman’s use of sound is also very similar to Rothko’s use of colour. Feldman tries to make sound appear from nowhere in the same manner that Rothko tries to create glowing canvases despite the dim lighting in the chapel.

Tehillim

In the last section, I had suggested that Reich and Rothko’s aesthetic is very different. However, his musical composition for the chapel indicates some of the similarities between their artistic visions, and in particular, their common Jewish heritage.

Reich’s Tehillim was written after a rediscovery of his Jewish heritage in the early 1970s. This eventually took him back to Israel where he studied Hebrew cantillation and other aspects of his Jewish heritage. The very spiritual nature of Tehillim supports Rothko’s very spiritual works in the chapel. Reich was also very keen for his audience to listen to his pieces intently, hoping that they would then surpass this and hear the spirit of the music.
 Reich’s strong preoccupation with the musical process is also present in Tehillim and reflects the moving transitional quality of Rothko’s four single black paintings in the chapel.

The piece itself consists of four different sections, each based on a different psalm text that is chanted throughout each piece. The themes of the psalm texts are purity, righteousness, peace, and praise of God. The composition is mainly for voice and clapping, and in general, the overall sound of the piece is much crisper than Feldman’s arrangement since there is a noticeable beat to the piece.

Tehillim starts with a single voice, clapping, and drum. The piece is very rhythmic and much happier than Feldman's. The voice is then joined with clarinet and another drum. Then the tune, with no obvious key signature, is repeated in canonical form from different voices. A bandoneon provides some of the chords and a bass provides the piece with some weight and substance. As this piece climaxes, there is a feeling of euphoria. The clapping stops and maracas are used to hold the beat. The bandoneon and bass continue to provide a foundation for the canonical voices. The repeated patterns become much clearer in this part with rippling of sound effect. Whilst the voices appear to repeat in canon, there is a feeling of gradual movement caused by the changing chords of the bandoneon and bass. The use of syncopation in the rhythm section provides the feeling of movement also. A single voice, singing the original tune is eventually joined by another voice singing the exact rhythm in harmony. A shift in the tone of the harmonising voice provides movement again. The piece ends without the voice and just the continuous beating of the drums.

The second piece begins much louder with two voices, clapping and drumming. Soon the piece is accompanied by much drumming, a clarinet, and bandoneon. The voices use a much higher register and give the piece an even more euphoric feel than the first. Clapping, drumming, and shaking maracas form the next part with a bandoneon providing changing chords. The voices this time are singing together on the whole and it is the rhythms of the drums and clapping that are changing. The piece ends as abruptly as it began.

The next piece is much slower in tempo and is a dialogue between two voices and bandoneon, with marimba providing harmony. Other instruments are then incorporated with the marimba used as the underlying beat of the music. The piece then begins to grow darker, leading to a feeling of foreboding. This soon lifts and we are left with an open landscape of sound. The tempo then begins to increase very dramatically into the last movement where the first theme of the first movement repeated here with all instruments and voices participating. 

Towards the end of the last movement, the bass starts to incorporate some of the rhythmic beats of the drums, creating a much more dynamic feel to the progress of the whole piece. The vocals increase in pitch again and everything else comes together into the same rhythm, slowly reaching a climax of rhythm, dynamic, and register. The piece ends suddenly.

Unfortunately, there is no published information on Reich's motivations behind the piece. However, it is known that he went on a spiritual journey to Israel in 1977 to study traditional forms of cantillation of the Hebrew Scriptures and other aspects of the Jewish tradition. After a long abandonment of his Jewish heritage, whilst he was at college, and during the early part of his career, he was rediscovering it. Tehillim  was produced in 1981 - a collection of psalms sung in Hebrew. Whilst the piece is not a duplication of the style of Hebrew cantillation, Reich has ensured that the words have not been obliterated by the music. The result is a highly spiritual piece of music.

Such music might have appealed to Rothko. The strict religious teachings he received at cheder, as a young boy is likely to have included the four psalm texts used in Reich’s composition. The piece might have reminded him of the childhood he had hated leaving behind in Russia. If Reich had been aware of the significance of the use of these psalm texts, then the composition could have been a highly reminiscent piece. Although the piece itself arguably displays little or no sign of sadness, perhaps the sudden change at the end of the piece from climactic crescendo to complete silence, with only echoes of the sounds left behind is the tragic idea. It might suggest that the feeling of loss after a particularly euphoric moment is a feeling of depression and loss.

A review of the premiere of "Tehillim" written by Carl Cunningham was printed in Musical America. In it, Cunningham describes the piece at one point to be "an organically developing melodic structure… The rhythms stamped upon them suggest…its habit of gradually changing shape, just as any object seems to change its shape as one walks past and views it from a gradually changing perspective." This organic development reflects Rothko's works, which also change in time. Music is an inherent register of time where it is impossible to exist without the passing of time. But, Reich's work not only makes apparent the passing of time, its structure also defines a gradual musical process that might be viewed (as Cunningham suggests) as an organic form. While art is usually perceived as the capturing of a moment.
, viewing a painting from different angles and thus in different moments in time is particularly enhanced by the translucent quality of Rothko's canvases. Due to the thin application of paint in his works, light is reflected through the layers differently at all angles. Coupled with the apparent luminosity of the works, the effect is of a dynamic living form.

Cunningham goes on to talk about the mood of the piece as feeling of "religious ecstasy [which] is certainly appropriate to the four psalm texts, which speak of purity, righteousness, peace and praise of god through music and the wonders of nature." Perhaps Rothko would not have approved of the last text since he was known to say that he hated nature and bringing such thoughts into his chapel certainly would not have been his intention. However, perhaps the spiritual context of the music, in which the words are placed means that the space in the Rothko chapel (which encloses visitors from the outside world) may not have been violated.

Despite obvious differences between the two pieces, closer study reveals further similarities between them. In Tehillim, Reich uses his technique of overlaying identical rhythms played or sung at slightly different speeds. This means that at interspersed moments in the piece, we hear the parts come in and out of phase. This is similar to the 'focusing ' of choral parts in Rothko Chapel when a chord was altered gradually by changing each part by a semitone, as discussed earlier.

The slight air of foreboding in the third piece could be seen as the juxtaposition of freedom and its costs - removal from society, homeland, and family. This recalls Rothko's feeling of artistic liberation when he left his family and heritage behind to become an anonymous, poor, young Jewish artist in New York, and also from his emigration from Russia. Perhaps this could be viewed as purification of oneself by removal from society and the restriction of social responsibility into a world devoted completely to spiritual discovery and God. However, it seems that overall, Tehillim addresses more ideas about celebration of God and spiritual ecstasy than to any real ideas of tragedy.
8. Conclusion

To evaluate a painting or a piece of music, perhaps it should be judged on its popularity. If it is popular, it may be understood and appreciated. Although Feldman's work might be viewed as the closest to Rothko's paintings, Reich has been much more successful and popular in his career. Feldman has been known to describe Reich's work as "show business"
. Indeed, one could view Reich's euphoric work feeding the populist need for transportation to a happier transcendent world. Conversely, Feldman seems to have alienated his audience by creating pieces that are long and too abstract to be appreciated. In one of his concerts, Feldman’s music was described as producing “a most peculiar pall of boredom”
. 

In all this, we see that Rothko has managed to remain true to his aesthetic, whilst his work has gained an iconic status. However, this is not to say that gaining popularity was one of Rothko's aims. In fact, he found it very difficult to cope with his success when he became fashionable and accepted in society. The rich society that had ignored and thus liberated him in his youth now embraced him as one of their own. His long distaste for the rich was difficult to continue while earning more than he had ever dreamed though he continued living a very frugal life. Perhaps it is only those who really appreciated Rothko's aesthetic that can understand the works in the chapel. It is these people that Rothko embraced in his final works since he knew only those prepared to make the journey out of the city would be able to see the them. These are not the works for which Rothko is best known.

Reich was also known to disapprove of Feldman's music since it was not "pulsitile"
 and usually had no visible melody or tonality. By this very comment, we see that Reich does not carry the same aesthetic vision as either Rothko or Feldman. Whilst Reich is after something you can "tap your foot to" and perhaps feel some kind of spiritual transcendence, Rothko and Feldman's ideas are much more complex and difficult to understand and appreciate.

In terms of personality, both Rothko and Feldman were also very similar. Both could be extrovert, funny, witty and could speak animatedly about many subjects other than that of their professions. In fact, both had a significant degree of interest in the other's profession. Feldman would often talk of art with his friend John Cage. Rothko would listen to Mozart for hours on end. 

Whilst Rothko's paintings might have affected Reich, his own recent spiritual discovery probably contributed more to the spirituality of the piece. In this respect, Reich’s work shows greater sensitivity to Rothko’s Jewish Heritage. Ironically, although Feldman's own musical ideas were much closer to that of Rothko, Feldman’s autobiographical interpretation of the chapel diverges from Rothko’s aesthetic. However, Feldman seems to have been much more aware of the paintings and the chapel space than Reich.

In light of these similarities and differences, Rothko might have preferred Feldman's piece. It seems that the reason that Reich was commissioned to compose Tehillim might have been mainly to do with his Jewish heritage. The Rothko chapel, since its opening has changed from catholic chapel to one for people of any religious belief. Thus, religion is the chapel’s main concern. In the celebration of the tenth anniversary of the chapel, Rothko's original beliefs will have been the primary factor in deciding who would compose the piece for the celebration. Yet, Reich was born and bred in New York and would have been too young to remember the Second World War. 

Overall, perhaps the most important aspect that brings all three men together is their use of transcendence. From an early age, Rothko was disillusioned with society and life and sought to create a form of escape from reality. Whilst neither of the two composers were struck with such convictions, they still sought to achieve this spiritual world. Attaining the almost unattainable is not something that many artists or composers have sought, past or present.
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