
Meditation on Rothko

Several years ago, I 'became' a Buddhist. I put the word in inverted commas because it's not
really something that I turned into. I've always been a Buddhist, and the more I refect on my
early years, the more this rings true. It's just that several years ago I realised I was a Buddhist
and so committed to that spiritual path.

Some of the things that make me think along these lines are remembering the various
attempts to close the door of the fridge and observe the moment when the light turned off; or
trying to fgure out what went on in other peoples' understanding when certain colours were
mentioned. I had made the discovery that we are all conditioned by subjectivity (a word I later
learned) and that what I call blue may in fact be yellow, or even red to someone else. And there
was no way to know anything beyond this  possibility.  Because of this,  there  could be no
knowing of a standard objective, and the only things that could exist were various personal
interpretations of what we invent as reality. 

I think this is the frst philosophical thought that I had, at about the age of 8. I had
understood the disconnect between what we call things and what is perceived. So if I was able
to 'see' what other people saw as yellow, I could possibly understand that to be what I call
'blue' and so on. It wasn't that I believed this to be true, (nor indeed untrue), but I believed it to
be possible. Now you may say that there isn't anything particularly Buddhist about this, but in
the general nature of its questioning it is, in that there is no 'objective world' out there, but just
experience.  More importantly, it taught me that what I see or know is not necessarily what
actually is. And in extending this idea I realised that maybe nothing is knowable. This felt itchy
and uncomfortable so I did what most eight-year-olds do: spent my time kicking a ball. But
there was still that itch, and it needed to be scratched. It manifested itself year on year in
different forms. I recognised the unnaturalness of the built environment; the folly of authority;
the fact that everybody is just winging it. Then the holder of these thoughts blossomed into a
typical teenager. Later, in my late twenties, I came across this powerful line in Heart Sutra: 

All things are by nature void
they are not born are destroyed
nor are they stained or pure
nor do they wax or wane

And reading and chanting this, reconnected me to the philosophical musings of my younger 
self, in a less intellectual, but more emotive spiritual way.  

There  was,  however,  another  idea  that  has
been there  all  along.  It's  not  an  intellectual
idea, but a visual one. It holds no concept, no
phenomenon, no idea, no argument. It is an
image  of  the  negation  of  experience
altogether, and it speaks of the mechanics of
non-experience.  The  image  is  simply  a
horizon. Nothing else but a horizon where all
that is known and seen is as it is. It's not seen
as a 'thing-in-itself',  but in an interconnected
way, where I, the viewer, am dissolved within
it. I'm not great with personal memories, and
can remember little of the thought-stream of



my youth. But the image of the horizon is something that is there timelessly, and it presents
itself almost as if from a past life due to the strength that it resonates within. I don't remember
frst seeing the tip of my nose in my feld of vision. There wasn't a starting point for this horizon
in the same way that there wasn't a starting point for my experience of consciousness. The
nature of the feeling is one of no rationality, no thought. Only horizon and seeking horizon –
and the hope that some day I'll be silently enveloped in one. 

We are also part of the horizon ourselves. One can feel this when strongly connected to
it. We are also sitting on that line, as seen from elsewhere. There appears a line, but we know
that it's not real. It's just a trick of the light on the curve of the Earth. More importantly, there
needs to be a subject for that simple line to exist. In fact there really is no horizon without the
experiencer of the horizon. Much in the way we might subjectively understand colour, so we
too are the creators of this line.

I never made the connection between this vision and the actual experience until I came
across the work of Mark Rothko, in particular his painting style during the last two decades of
his life. It had never been articulated mentally, so it only existed as a rarely accessed emotive
experience. Amazingly, I was completely oblivious to the very obvious connection. More than
panels of colour, it's as if the artist is demonstrating horizons to us. It was as if Rothko held up
a mirror to reality, and all I needed to do was to open up to it and take it in. On the meditation
courses which I  assist on in the Dublin Buddhist Centre,  we often quote Sangharakshita's
saying that 'the spiritual life is the formation of emotional equivalents to mental realisations.'
And it is this emotive and spiritual depth that makes Rothko such a important artist.  

Rothko  himself  said  that  'the  explanation  [of  his  paintings]  must  come  out  of  a
consummated experience between picture and onlooker.' The painting, like the horizon is a
process rather than artifact.  And a pure horizon will  transcend one's self,  and the division
between viewer and viewed that goes with it. Something that channels a true human condition



like this pushes out all other phenomena because they subsequently become trivial – and the
subjective ego is one of these. Even the Buddha's teaching of  śunyata is represented in the
horizon. Strangely, I lack a desire to see beyond this line. It lacks a desire to examine the other
side. I  feel involuntarily arrested by this line. To stand close to a Rothko (the artist himself
recommended to do so at a distance of only 45cm) is to be refected to oneself. Even looking
away, I don't feel like I'm doing the right thing. Pleasant or unpleasant, this is the experience.
My personal horizon associations have been brought forward in my consciousness in a way
that involves greater awareness – all because of this artist. And for that, I am deeply grateful.
The lack of feeling of wanting something more, despite the line being there almost suggests
that perhaps there just always is a line. There is a parallel with the axiom that 'the grass is
greener on the other side of the fence,' because the fence is always there.

The horizon is the thing that's always there, behind everything else that we see. In the
same  way  it  maybe  represents  our  consciousness:  always  present.  (The  presence  of
consciousness is consciousness of course, because in order to experience presence one must
be conscious.) Just as a brief thought experiment, imagine looking up from where you are now
and deleting everything that you see, the buildings, rooftops, cars, felds, people, clouds, hills.
A horizon is what is behind all these things, a backdrop, as if it's the back wall of a stage. 

The most simple geometrical form that can exist: the line. Only a single dimension is
present. It is the most basic form of form. A single line in a single dimension. It is a model use
of form to go beyond form. We need a simple formal line like this to delineate the void. If we
don't have it, we are clouded in the void itself.

Of course, it must be pointed out that horizons don't
exist as things-in-themselves. In geometrical terms,
they  need  a  subject  to  view  them.  A  horizon  is
nothing more than a trick of the light on the curve of
the Earth, given the great difference in size between
ourselves and the planet that we stand on. A process
of  a  constantly  moving  Earth  and  ever  changing
light, it is our fundamental relationship with the Earth
after all other things are visibly removed – that I fnd
inspiring. Here I am, standing on the planet whose
proteins and waters I have borrowed in order to have
a  body,  witnessing  the  greatness  of  its  curve.  It
provides for a gargantuan perspective, and there is
something cosmically spiritual in that.  After having
experienced Rothko, I feel more and more, that my
own life  (and whatever  control  I  have  over  it)  is  a
process rather than an artifact. 

Although the artifact is less important than the process, we
are nevertheless given it as a memory of the process. And it is
that memory that inspires us to re-engage with the process. For
example as a meditator, it is in the memory of achieving higher
states of consciousness that I fnd inspiration to stick with the
practice when I feel doubtful towards it. So our lives themselves
can  be  thought  of  as  artistic  creations,  perhaps  with  the
memory as the artifact. 

After seeing a major retrospective of Rothko's late work at
the Palazzo Delle Esposizioni in Rome in 2008, I realised that
Rothko  is  everywhere,  lurking  behind  the  buildings,  streets,
cityscapes and most often, beaches. He waits for us to seek



him out. For me he has changed the nature of horizon itself. He has enriched its reality in my
understanding of life, and shown it to be a very important thing, perhaps more important than
any other thing, because having Perfect Vision is what keeps us inspired and engaged. That is
quite something, for an artist to change the nature of nature for a person, even if it is only a
single person. But I very much doubt that it is just myself that has been affected in this way.
The horizon is there, underneath (as opposed to beyond) everything else. We've clogged up
our vista with an environment built on craving. But to let it all go, we are rewarded with a vision
of stillness. He's showing us what we are capable of being, and ultimately where we are all
headed, inevitably. By doing this to us, and aided by the colossal size of his canvases, we are
overwhelmed. Overpowered by the massive importance of what we may have just glimpsed.
Just like the great stupa at the Deer Park of Sarnath (where the Buddha Gautama frst gave the
discourse on the Four Noble Truths), we cannot see it all at once, but must circumambulate it
to get a sense of it. It must be an active reception on our part, rather than a passive one. 

Last summer, while visiting friends in London, I popped into the Tate Modern, where the seven 
Seagram Murals are. I had decided, in advance, that I would meditate in that small room which 
is dedicated to that series of paintings. I wasn't surprised to fnd many others doing the same. 
It was not merely the obvious thing to do in the presence of the paintings, but in fact it was the 
inevitable thing to do. The qualities of Rothko's late work induce us to sit with the largest-scale 
questions that we are able ask as human beings. They display dukkha, through the artist's own 
painful existence, but they inspire something more profound. They inspire Perfect Vision, 
śraddha and a move towards Enlightenment.

Several years after my early philosophical adventures, I saw daylight and simulated the
closing of the fridge door by pressing down on the trigger that the door pushes on when it
closes. Although I had found a way to actually know what happened in so far as a controlled
scientifc experiment, it was a great disappointment to me. The mystery of the fridge door had
evaporated. After years of meditating on why this was, I  now realise that it's because not
knowing can sometimes be as important as knowing. It's the mystery of art, of nature and of
both the conditioned and unconditioned that drives us. In this world of ours, where what is
seen within Right Vision is essentially unattainable, we must turn to art to bridge that gap. Art
can resonate within  us at  the level  deeper  than language, than rationality.  And one is  left
describing the phenomenon with a sense of irony at one's action in describing it. But it is
necessary to connect with art for our perfect vision to remain intact, real and uninterrupted.
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