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when asked if she was friendly with the 
avant-garde composer john cage, agnes 
martin answered that she was, “but i don’t 
agree with him.”1 when prodded, she offered, 
“well for one thing, he wrote a book called 
Silence and in the very first line he said ‘there 
is no such thing as silence.’ but i think there 
is. when you walk into a forest there are all 
kinds of sounds but you feel as though you 
have stepped into silence. i believe that is 
silence.” this brief analysis speaks volumes 
about martin’s artistic philosophy and her 
oeuvre. martin’s work, which takes the grid 
as its organizing principle, reflects a belief 
that opposites can simultaneously coexist 
within a whole. her intricately executed 
paintings and drawings are imbued with a 
sense of liminality, meaning they exist on  
a threshold between two states and reflect  
a position in which one’s identity becomes 
barely perceptible.2 her work strikes a balance 
between binaries, between uniformity and 
difference, visibility and invisibility, and 
materiality and spirituality, which has allowed 
viewers to see what they want in her work 
and has contributed to her consistently  
wide appeal.

martin’s artistic philosophy was shaped by 
a combination of her presbyterian upbring-
ing, particularly her belief in predestination;3 
the writings of chuang tzu and lao tzu, 
chinese philosophers associated with 
taoism who focused on humility; and zen 
buddhism, which teaches the importance  

of detachment and quieting the mind.4 in her 
early career she moved from representational 
images to biomorphic shapes and eventually 
to geometry, having been influenced by the 
ancient greeks, who she felt recognized the 
impossibility of finding perfect circles and 
straight lines in nature but, like her, strove 
for perfection nonetheless.5 martin blended 
these varied influences into a highly personal 
perspective which informed her work 
throughout her career, especially as she 
moved toward full abstraction. 

martin took up the grid in 1960, while living 
in new york city, in an effort to express her 
own emotional experiences, particularly, she 
said, abstract conditions like “happiness and 
innocence and beauty.”6 Untitled (no. 2), a 
drawing from that year, is an early example  
of the way in which her work employs both 
standardization and variation. the undulating 
sides contrast with the grid’s quiet interior, 
creating the appearance that the drawing  
is measuring something, such as sound or 
movement. a strong tension exists between 
the strict regularity of the lines and the indi-
viduality stemming from the artist’s hand. 
this is evident at the edges of the horizontal 
lines, where the ink is often darker, and in 
those lines which come so close together 
that they merge. the tiny boxes of the grid, 
moreover, vary slightly in height and length. 
martin’s interest in such infinitesimal  
differences may be explained by her belief, 
inspired in part by christian theology, that 
one should imagine oneself as a grain of 
sand or a blade of grass; each at first looks 
like every other, but in reality they are always 
unique. like so many other paradoxical posi-
tions in her work, martin’s strict repetition 
achieves something totally unexpected, an 
almost infinite variety of difference.7 

The Tree (1964, no. 1) epitomizes the 
balance between visibility and invisibility in 
martin’s use of the grid. her subtle use of 
color gradations makes the delicate pencil 
lines seem almost to disappear. martin’s 
self-effacing and spare compositions led 
many to view her work within the context of 
the emerging minimalist movement, but her 
interest in metaphysical experience allied 
her more with abstract expressionism’s spir-
itual ambitions. at the same time, she rejected 
the self-indulgent, egocentric aspects of 
abstract expressionism, whose practitioners 
used color, texture, and scale to create  
emotionally expressive canvases that came 
to stand for american individuality and  
who were often known for their bravado and 
self-importance. instead, martin sought to 
express her emotions as experienced “when 
our minds are empty of ego and the distrac-
tions of the everyday world.”8 martin’s focus 
on egolessness sets her apart from many of 
her male peers.9 the somewhat anonymous 
nature of the grid, which reveals nothing 
about the artist’s biography, gave her the 
freedom to succeed without being marginal-
ized because of her gender. the often barely 
perceptible nature of her presence in the 
work provided her with a shroud of invisibility 
that focused attention on the work itself.

in 1967, frustrated with the distractions 
of new york and caught in a “confusion that 
had to be solved,” martin got into her pickup 
truck, drove across the united states and 
canada, and settled near the village of cuba, 
new mexico.10 she stopped making art until 
1971, when parasol press invited her to create 
a series of prints, which, titled On a Clear Day, 
was exhibited at the museum of modern  
art in may 1973. she returned to painting 
soon thereafter. 
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museum of modern art,  
new york. larry aldrich 
foundation fund
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martin’s work reflects her fascination with 
those dangerous and often messy spaces in 
between opposing sides. in her canvases and 
drawings we can see individuality or unifor-
mity, the artist’s presence or her absence, 
the spiritual realm or the concrete world, or 
all of the above, because they are all present 
in some way. some critics try to categorize 
martin as a minimalist or an ascetic artist-
monk; her work, however, consistently 
shakes off these constraints. it helps us to 
realize that silence can exist in sound; all  
we have to do is clear our minds and listen. 
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the work martin made in the next phase  
of her career, which lasted until her death in 
2004, is marked by horizontal or vertical 
bands of translucent color as well as a ten-
sion between spirituality and materiality, as 
exemplified by Untitled (1978, no. 3). this 
drawing, done in watercolor and colored ink, 

suggests both containment and boundless-
ness. indeed, like the “empty” rectangles  
created between the lines in her earlier grid 
works, the blank horizontal bands provide a 
quiet space, crucial to meditation.11 at the 
same time, the alternating bands of light and 
darker orange highlight the soft materiality 

of the surface, and produce the illusion of 
movement. the composition, like her other 
work from this period, at once suggests  
a higher realm and brings us back to our  
own bodies, making us aware of ourselves in 
relation to the work of art and our physical 
environment. 
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