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Echoes of
experience

A sense of not belonging coloured an outsider's
journey to the avant-garde, learns Tracey Warr

Mark Rothko: Toward the Light
in the Chapel

concealed in a sledge. In 1913,
10-year-old Marcus, his mother

a cloak of respectability for a
social and athletic club”. Disillu-
sioned, “wounded by discrimin-
ation”, he left without completing
his degree, went to New York
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rom the sorrow wrought by
Fprejudice to envy to malice,

the strong emotions that
coloured Mark Rothko’s life
matched the depth and richness
of his paintings. Annie Cohen-
Solal’s engrossing biography
follows “the difficult identity
journey” of “the avant-garde
painter [and] the avant-garde
Jew?”, re-examining his work in
the historical contexts of both the
pogroms in turn-of-the-century
Russia and the golden age of
capitalism in the US after the
Second World War. In a valuable,
detailed account of his life, as
well as a vivid portrait of early
20th-century Europe and Amer-
ica, Cohen-Solal convincingly
argues that migration and exile
influenced Rothko’s pioneering
abstract expressionist art.

He was born Marcus Rotko-
vitch in 1903 in Dvinsk in the
Russian Empire {(now Latvia’s
second-largest city, Daugavpils),
in the Pale of Settlement where
some § million Jews were obliged
to live. The youngest child of a
German-speaking Jewish mother
and a Lithuanian Jewish pharma-
cist father, he spent his early years
as a Talmud Torah scholar. Jews
were conscripted into the Russian
army, and as Rotkovitch’s two
elder brothers neared conscription
age, their father decided to move
the family to America. He went
first in 1910, followed by the two
young men, who crossed borders

tags to wear that read: “I do not
speak English.”

By 1920, more than 2 million
Jews fleeing Russia had entered
Ellis Island’s “golden door” to the
US. Although Cohen-Solal’s
meticulous research reveals warm
community support for newly
arrived immigrants, the Rotko-
vitchs lived in the poorer part of
town, in marked contrast to their
previous life. Marcus’ father died
not long after their arrival, and
the boy soon shed his religious
orthodoxy. At high school, indig-
nant that Jewish pupils were
excluded from the debating soci-
ety, he wrote angry polemics for
the school magazine. With no
early training in art, he looked set
instead for a career as a writer.
Cohen-Solal offers a vivid picture
of Marcus as a newspaper boy,
standing on street corners shout-
ing headlines about his former
homeland: “Rasputin Dead!
Revolution in Russia!”

In the face of domestic opposi-
tion and rising xenophobia, the
US entered the First World War
in 1917. In 1921, Rotkovitch won
a scholarship to Yale University,
but he found himself doubly
stigmatised as a “nebbish” Jew
and a poor scholarship boy in
an age when, as documents
unearthed by Cohen-Solal show,
the university’s authorities were
expressing disquiet at the high
number of Jewish students. Once
again, Rotkovitch took to his
pen, accusing Yale of valuing
breeding over merit: “the whole
institution is a lie and serves as

he comes across as a rather
pompous young man. Friends
described him as pugnacious,
inherently tormented, “an inveter-
ate crusader”. “Nothing stimu-
lated him more than a righteous
fight”, recalled the art historian
and curator Katharine Kuh.

Six months before Rotkovitch
reached the US, the International
Exhibition of Modern Art (known
as the Armory Show) had intro-
duced an astonished American
public to avant-garde European
artists including Marcel Duchamp
and Georges Braque, drawing
scandalised press coverage and
unprecedented visitor numbers.
Aged 23, Rotkovitch visited a
friend at the Art Students League
of New York and discovered that
radical, misunderstood artists were
outcasts he could identify with.
He attended classes and became
friends with young experimental
artists including Barnett Newman,
Jackson Pollock, Adolph Gottlieb,
Robert Motherwell and Clyfford
Still. He joined, argued with and
left groups such as The Ten (which
had nine members), The Artists’
Union and The Club, and fulmin-
ated against the art world’s system
of privilege and prestige. Cohen-
Solal’s account vividly evokes the
swirls and eddies of friendship,
support, rivalry and resentment in
this milieu.

In 1938, Rotkovich became
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