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The Surface of Music and Paintings:
Morton Feldman’s The Rothko Chapel

TAKAHASHI Tomoko

Morton Feldman who adored visual art, especially abstract expressionism, insisted that his
music should lie “between categories, between time and space, between paintings and music.”
This paper clarifies Feldman’s musical thought and scheme he called “the surface of music”
from the viewpoint of the relationship to the paintings of Mark Rothko.

The Rothko Chapel (1971) is an exceptional and unusual piece, which contains abundant
extra-musical references to the memories of Rothko. From the late 60s to the early 70s,
Feldman questioned himself about “the surface of music.” Rothko’s ideas and his Chapel
Paintings in Houston gave Feldman a hint about the surface of music, inspiring him to
compose The Rothko Chapel.

The Chapel, known as the Rothko Chapel, is a nonsectarian octagonal space and has 14
large allover paintings by Rothko. Although Rothko used dark colors for paintings, black,
blackish purple, purple and oxblood, these abstract paintings that contain only simple
monochrome planes exhibit multiple surfaces. While staring at the paintings, viewers cannot
interpret or systematize them, but they can find various mobile surfaces arising from faint
differences among the pictorial elements.

The Rothko Chapel consists of four sections, where multiple surfaces exist as various modes
of time, e.g., linear or teleological time, vertical time, and a mixture of the two. Although the
final section has a lyrical melody line accompanied by a viola solo, it is composed in linear
time, whereas the other sections are composed in fragmented, abstract vertical time in which
the listener cannot completely grasp the music. Similar to Rothko’s paintings, listening to
The Rothko Chapel is to find various surfaces that appear as musical elements themselves
within a musical time and space.

By examining Feldman’s The Rothko Chapel and Rothko’s Chapel Paintings, it can be
indicated that the surface of both the music and paintings abandoned traditional logic,
hierarchy, and the system of art. The author found that Feldman intended to make the listener
obey a tone, through which he or she can enter the doors of the perception, i.e., the surface of

music.

—115—



