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AGNES MARTIN:  When I think of art, I think of beauty. Beauty is the mystery of life. It is in 
the mind, not in the eye. In our minds, we have an awareness of perfection that leads us on. The 
response to beauty is emotion, sometimes very subtle emotions of which we are almost not 
aware, and sometimes our most powerful emotions, as expressed in Beethoven, in Beethoven’s 
music. Our response to the Pyramids is awareness of man’s inspiration in life, and our response 
to the Parthenon is inspiration and happiness.  
  
In Edward Hopper’s painting of the man sitting in the all-night café, you can see down the night 
streets in New York, and there is beauty. Someday someone may write about down all our 
streets, and the whole response will be about beauty. Beauty is very much broader than just to 
the eye;  it is our whole, positive response to life. An artist is fortunate in that his work is the 
inner contemplation of beauty -- of perfection in life. We cannot make anything perfectly, but 
with inner contemplation of perfection, we can suggest it.  
  
Although we are all different, we all respond to each other’s suggestions of perfection, and we 
enjoy the same response as the artist. It is the inner contemplation -- the wanting to respond to 
life -- that opens our eyes to what is already in the mind. We contemplate reality with a sense of 
beauty, as though it were perfect. We are also able to contemplate non-objective beauty. We 
have non-objective experiences, such as represented by Brancusi’s sculpture called Flight. I’m 
very anxious for you to understand what I mean by non-objective experiences, so if, say, you 
went blind -- very depressing, but -- you would still have a very exciting emotional life as a non-
objective experience. Everything is contemplated in the mind, without meditation. We make a 
very complicated response. Just to look at a floating branch evokes very complicated objective 
and non-objective responses. The artist must slow all this down mentally. It is this mental 
experience that makes the representation of beauty possible. 
The part of the mind in which we experience the perfection of beauty is not the intellect. The 
intellect is the part of the mind that calculates, compares, associates, classifies, and decides 
according to the facts. It is very different from the other part of the mind, where we simply 
wonder what to do, and the answer comes to us, without any evidence. And if we sincerely want 
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to do a difficult thing, we call the answer "inspiration." Alone and in silence, the mind rises up 
from worldly concerns, to considerations of the truth about life. The truth about life is not 
spiritual, it is the truth about this life. It is the real answer to our zest for living and our faith in 
life. It is also the best condition of mind for inspiration. Zest for living and life are non-objective 
experiences, as is happiness. You may feel all of these, without a material cause.  
  
I am emphasizing the non-objective response, as against the material response. We can wake up 
happy for no reason, and be full of zest without thinking of anything. I want to urge you to an 
awareness of such feelings, and I want to urge you to go in search of yourself. You have been 
thoroughly conditioned since the day you were born, so it is hard to find out what you think but it 
is possible. By questioning your mind, it is possible to have absolutely original thoughts; to have 
an absolutely original point of view. What you want to find out is what you want and what you 
do not want. When you give up what you do not want, you take a move forward in life. Your 
conditioning has taught you to identify with others -- their emotions and their needs. I urge you 
to look to yourself. In our convention, it is particularly difficult for women, but, still, it has to be 
done. The purpose of life is to know your true, unconditioned self.  
  
Our minds say yes and no. About painting and sculpture our minds will say, "Yes, this is what I 
want," or "No, this is not it." Sometimes it takes quite a long time to get this answer. The state of 
mind of the artist has been, at all times and in all cultures, the same: dependent on the awareness 
of perfection in the mind. We appreciate their art, as we appreciate our own. We are not affected 
by political changes or other changes in the civilization. Artists remain the same, because they’re 
responding to the inner mind. If you met a primitive artist, you would feel a real affinity. If art is 
part of the culture, you are creating the culture. Give up the feeling that you are part of the 
existing culture. That is your conditioning. Give up human knowledge, and advice from anyone. 
Give up non-fiction [laughter] and all causes. Depend on your own mind for ideas. You’ll be 
surprised at what you can do. You can build a house -- plumbing, wiring, all -- if you’re an artist, 
using the inner mind. 
  
The artist lacks a certain sense of responsibility. I was listening to a scholar speak the other day 
who said that we grow up responsible or neurotic. This leaves out the artist. [Laughter] Someone 
else is going to have to look after the world; you’ll have to keep your mind clear, in order to 
know which works are successful. An artist can make a good living, but he’s usually poor 
because he cannot afford to get involved. (Telling them how to live.) I do not believe we choose 
to be artists. I think we just have to do what we have to do. 
  
In the middle of a work of art, an artist often feels he is failing, and he starts interfering with his 
inspiration. That is a mistake -- the mistake. It is best to push on through. Such works frequently 
turn out to be the best. To fail is a very ordinary experience for an artist. To fail and fail and still 
go on, marks his character. Most people cannot bear to fail, even once. They think of security. 
We always think our output will be enormous, but because of failures, it turns out to be quite 
small. The inner eye contemplates all that you have ever seen, and the emotions rise as the inner 
eye operates, and we observe objectively. But the real life of the work depends on the 
simultaneous inner experience. I urge you to discover your inner experiences when you are not 
working. You can realize the necessity for being alone at times. To walk alone is very different 
from walking with others. It is necessary to be alone to visualize your work, in your mind, to see 
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your direction. Perhaps before you go to sleep you can visualize what you are making, and have 
inspiration. 
  
The thing to do is to learn to accept the truth as it comes into your mind. Give up logic, 
deductions, application and reference. Do not give serious attention to what others think. Do not 
take under consideration the art scene. You must have complete independence of mind. 
  
If an artist looks outward in life, we say his work is visual, and that’s not a compliment. If his 
work is intellectual, we say it is brilliant, and that’s not a compliment. And if it is made with the 
inner eye and the emotions that go with it, we all agree that that is the work with the most value.  
  
Although I have come to the end, I just want to say again that the intellect has nothing to do with 
art work, and you’re going to live lives of emotion, with hardly a thought crossing your mind. 
Take Beethoven as an example. He got up every day determined to represent his deepest feelings 
about life. [Applause] 
  
I’ll ask myself a question. [Laughter] Why do you say we’re not a part of the existing culture? 
  
Q:  Could you clarify that? 
  
A:  The existing culture has values and standards, and they already know what you ought to think 
is valuable, and how you ought to behave. If you followed that pattern, you’d never find 
yourself. Now, somebody else. 
  
Q:  Do you think there’s a culture of artists, or that we’re all individuals, and all different? 
  
A:  We’re all individuals, and all different. But we all have this one guide, this awareness of 
inner perfection. I think artists live a very adventurous life. Like, there are a lot of people here 
who don’t know where they’re going after they leave here. [Laughter] Anyway, art, itself, is very 
adventurous. You see, most people are concerned, you know, with possessions and security and 
self-defense [laughter] and competition, so they don’t want to take chances. Oh, I "sent them 
already." See, he takes a chance with everything he does. He has a very adventurous life, instead 
of a secure job where you know the future, or the same thing happens every day, and all that. It’s 
very, very different. It isn’t that artists have any kind of community. I don’t think that’s possible 
for artists. 
  
I once went to a meeting of artists [laughter], [ ? ] -- state of mind. It was unsuccessful.  
  
Q:  When you say "perfection," what do you mean, specifically? What kind of perfection, and 
what [ ? ] -- 
  
A:  Well, it’s a funny thing. We go through life looking for perfection, and thinking we see it. I 
mean, some people even look at a newborn baby, all wrinkled and red and everything, and they 
say, "How wonderful." We look at the forest, and don’t pay any attention to all the fallen trees 
and rotting leaves, and say it’s wonderful. Still, in our minds, we have --  
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I’ll tell you what the Greeks thought. We can see in our minds a perfect circle, but we can’t make 
it. So they say our minds are the best authority. That’s called the Greek idea of how they tried 
and tried to make it as perfect as the image in their mind. It wasn’t possible, but they tried to 
come as close as they could, and they did pretty well. I guess that’s all I have to say about 
perfection in the mind. You understand? 
  
Q:  Did I understand you to say that art is not spiritual? Could you elaborate on that? 
  
A:  Well, I think the spiritual community is encroaching on the art field. In the days of 
Christianity, they took over. And now you have people saying, "You’re painting Zen," or 
"You’re painting Taoism," or something like that. And that’s not right. You’re painting your 
experience of life. This [ ? ] -- in the mind, of a whole experience of your life, is not conscious, 
you know. I mean, there are only moments in which we’re conscious of the perfection in our 
minds. In these moments we think we’re really on the track; that we’ve got everything solved; 
that everything from now on is going to be different. Then the moment fades. [Laughter] But 
there’s still the perfection -- the word "perfection" in our mind is operating, this tremendous 
experience that is stored in your mind. Like when you’re life drawing, you’re really thinking of 
all the women you’ve ever seen, all the gestures they’ve ever made and all that, and that’s what 
makes a life drawing -- your experience of life. It’s not spiritual. It’s really a mis-[ ? ] -- and it 
sort of underestimates the human being, when you say that the least thing, that an abstract 
experience is "spiritual." It isn’t, it’s just your real, ordinary self. You’re capable of fantastic, 
abstract experiences, right in this life. We constantly presume perfection without being spiritual. 
  
Q:  Is there a moment when [ ? ] --  
  
A:  Without knowing anything, the artist must go on. This mind that is guiding them is 
completely -- The artist seems like he’s sort of unconscious, but the truth is he’s more conscious 
than anybody. But even so, you  simply don’t know, and you go on, and complete the work. 
  
See, the danger is intellectual interference. An impulse is intellectual. An impulse is really an 
idea. You suddenly get the idea, you go and make it effective, and do something -- you think 
you’re really going to startle them. Something like that. And you introduce an element that is in 
interference with the harmony of the work. You must resist impulse. 
  
Well, to answer your question -- We don’t know anything about the future, not even the next 
stroke. Then you get that, you look at it, and you think, "Is this it?" 
  
Q:  Is it like that every time you deal with art? 
  
A:  No [ ? ] -- [laughter] -- not art when the intellect interferes.  
  
Q:  If you [ ? ] -- don’t feel like you’re getting any ideas, or being creative, do you think it’s 
important to push yourself to work? Or take time off, and experience -- 
  
A:  Don’t ever push yourself. That’s wrong, and it’s wrong to guide yourself. It’s a contradiction 
of your mental control. No, when you get in a slump, it generally means that your mind is 
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changing its groove. You should sit down and try to find out what’s in your mind, and not go on 
until you have your inspiration, or you feel inspired. There’s a girl who [ ? ] -- and she said, 
"Whenever I start to paint, I feel like going to the beach," and should she go to the beach? 
[Laughter] My answer to that is, "You should. Go to the beach. Go to the beach." It’s better to be 
going to the beach and thinking about painting than it is to be painting, and thinking about going 
to the beach. [More laughter, applause]  
  
For a bunch of talkers, you really are falling down. [Laughter] 
  
Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  Do you want me to clarify anything? [Laughter] 
  
Q:  You talked about beauty in the beginning. 
  
A:  Yes. 
  
Q:  Then you talked about perfection [ ? ] -- 
  
A:  No, it’s not the same. No. Our [ ? ] -- perfection and our response to beauty -- that’s a good 
question -- is the same. We are constantly seeking -- everybody. You mustn’t be discouraged 
about the observers, although they are distracted. They’ve had the same life as you, as you have 
had, and although it is not in their minds, they still have had it. And when the artist expresses his 
experience, and his emotional response to life, then they can see it. That is the role of the artist. 
It’s a most important human activity, because it broadens the life, the really conscious life of the 
-- 
  
Q:  [Inaudible]  
A:  No, no, you have to think of yourself. I wish I could tell you how to investigate your own 
mind. You simply -- the reason for investigating your own mind is you see deeper, you know. I 
mean, you feel deeper. When you’re working, you feel deeper. Well, you just ask your mind 
questions. Don’t say, "Who am I?" because you already know that. [Laughter] When you say 
"What do I want?" you say, "I want to be a painter," because that’s the same vision. You’d better 
start when you’re a child, and say, "When I was a child, what did I want most?" Then you say, 
"What did I want second most." And you really investigate yourself. After you’ve done the child, 
you can come up to the present. 
  
Q:  I’ve done some reading of things that you’ve said, and you talk a lot about eliminating all 
distraction. 
  
A:  Eliminating distraction. 
  
Q:  Yes. To what extent do you [ ? ] -- [Laughter] 
  
A:  Well, I think, when you look in your mind, you will see a lot of garbage. I’ll tell you a 
method of concentration -- and it’s not concentration, because it’s not on anything, it’s on 
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nothing -- nothing about the truth about life. That’s what you say to your mind. You can even say 
to your mind, "What is the truth about life?" and then you might not get an immediate answer. 
But the truth is manifested, as they say -- it’s always before you, and as you have growing 
awareness, it tells you the many facets of the truth of life. And it’s not in words, you know, it’s 
an experience. You experience more and more of the truth of life, as you clear your mind. 
  
Q:  So when you’re talking about distractions, you mean distractions in your mind. 
  
A:  Yes. 
  
Q:  Not the distractions of life. You should live the distractions. 
  
A:  No, they’re not distractions if they’re life.  As I say, when it comes to life, you don’t want to 
under-live it. It’s better to overdo it than under-do it. That’s what I’ve learned. And it’s the same 
with painting. It’s better to go too far than not far enough. 
  
Q:  You talk about separating the mental part, and the question I have is about the early works of 
the masters -- [ ? ] -- Raphael -- works that seem to involve a lot of intellectual activity on the 
part of the artist, and maybe the "commissioner" and somebody -- 
  
A:  These artists that you suggest -- Raphael, for instance -- I saw the Madonna and Child in 
somebody’s studio [ ? ] -- it’s all tender love and faith, Raphael, that Madonna and Child. If he 
had been an intellectual, he would have said, "The Virgin should look compassionate." It would 
have ruined the whole thing. [Laughter] It would have been inconsistent, you see. As soon as the 
intellect comes in, it [ ? ] -- the inconsistency. 
  
Q:  Do you think artists should go and look at other people’s art, or [ ? ] -- try to develop by just 
working on their own? 
  
A:  What should they do with other people’s? 
  
Q:  Should they go and look at other people’s art -- go to galleries and look and look -- or should 
they just try to work on their own, and develop? 
  
A:  Well, I think it would be a terrific loss not to look at other people’s art; to find out the ones to 
whom you respond, and constantly look at them. It’s just like listening to music. Music has -- it 
sort of grips us. We make more of an aural response, but in art -- Well, musicians just have these 
eight notes. It is really the most artistic art, music, because with just eight notes, they do the 
whole range of human feeling. In the graphic arts, we have, with line, color, tone, scale and 
everything, we are able to express some very, very subtle theories. I mean, it’s so much theory. 
Take the crucifix, for instance. Like, opera does more about tragedy. The female screams, 
screams about the worst things, and then you get the cross. But in the graphic arts we can also do 
tragedy about the crucifix. There are lots of crucifixes that are just simple, and they don’t have 
the tragedy. Then we see one that has it, and we don’t see how it does it. It’s a mystery to the 
artist, and it’s a mystery to the observer, how it’s accomplished. But very subtle emotions are 
possible to be expressed, graphically. 
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Q:  Are there artists work that you’d like to talk about, that you looked at as you were 
developing, or now? 
  
A:  Well, as a matter of fact, I don’t talk about art work, because I don’t think it’s expressible. 
The actual thing that moves us in a work -- and there’s really no bad way to describe the rest of it 
-- I advise you to have a lot of resistance when it comes to journalists and people writing about 
the work. They usually write about what they’re thinking about, regardless. I forgot what I was 
going to say. 
  
Like, you couldn’t describe a fugue, you know. And art work does get that subtle. We can’t 
describe [ ? ] --  
  
Q:  I had a question about impulse. You said you should avoid it; that it’s one of those things that 
gets in the way. Do I have that right? I’m curious to know what you think about putting impulse, 
spontaneity and a sense of adventure together. 
  
A:  Impulse is an idea that you have. Your mind tells you yes and no about everything. People 
hear this "no," but they say, "Everybody’s doing it, so I guess it’s okay for me to go ahead." But 
no -- if you’re going to disobey your mind, you can hardly expect it to cooperate [ ? ] --  
  
Q:  Was there a time in your life when you were an impulsive and intellectual [ ? ] --  
A:  Well, [inaudible]. Well, I think I used to be pretty intellectual. I remember I used to argue 
with my brother, and one of them lasted six years. [Laughter] But [inaudible] [More laughter] 
But I think I got it out of my system. 
  
I don’t say don’t talk, and don’t -- you know -- I think you ought to talk. It’s very bad for you not 
to, but just don’t get really involved and care, you know. Give a good showing for yourself, but 
don’t care. 
  
Q:  You spoke of the "inner eye" coming from that place that is the most valued in "teaching" [ ? 
] -- Could you elaborate a little bit on that? 
  
A:  Yes. I don’t want you to worry about this inner eye. It is working. You don’t have to worry. 
It’s on the job -- except when -- if you decide, "I’m going to do something," you know. People 
decide on a whole program, sometimes. You have to not do that, not be that -- sometimes you 
can’t know a thing about the next stroke, and the next. To express your potential, you have to 
just "go out into the blue." 
  
But you don’t have to worry. If you’re not interfering -- according to your lack of distraction, 
and according to your awareness, the inner eye is on the job. 
  
Q:  Would you [ ? ] -- talk about the "elimination of" [ ? ] -- 
  
A:  Reference to one type? 
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Q:  For instance, have you worked -- ? 
  
A:  One person’s work? Oh, you mean one artist? 
  
Q:  Are there artists [ ? ] -- 
  
A:  Well, I think all artists’ work is done by the inner eye. If it isn’t, it’s just illustration, it’s not 
art work, you see. 
  
Q:  There’s this constant dialectic between the inner eye and the outer eye, and the intellectual 
and -- 
  
A:  It’s not a dialectic, it’s simultaneous. You look out, and your whole life is working at the 
same time as your vision is. When you see the water, and it reminds you of all your experiences 
of water, and space. Life is very complicated, but it’s just fantastic what the mind can do. Like, 
you stand on the edge of the lake, you go right out over the space, right out over the lake, up into 
the sky -- floating with clouds, resolving with clouds -- that’s a very exciting experience. And 
you do it all "in a flash." It all comes to work for you again, when you’re painting, and you can 
put in every subtlety. All it takes is just to put distraction out of your mind -- if you can, as much 
as you can -- and then the inner eye will do the work. Really, when you get an inspiration, the 
whole energy and everything necessary that comes with it -- just like women with small children. 
They have a lot of problems, so they have a lot of energy and vitality, to help them do their work. 
  
Q:  In one of those interviews you don’t like to do, you mentioned a garden -- your idea of a 
garden -- that had no plants at all.  
  
A:  That would be an accomplishment, no? [Laughter]  
  
Q:  [Inaudible] -- last week, and you happened to mention that when you first did the paintings 
which were pencil [ ? ] -- you were sure that nobody would ever want them. Then you said that 
"you weren’t making them because they were things nobody would want," that what they do 
want [ ? ] -- ask you how do those occur, through you? I understand how ideas go [ ? ] -- how do 
they occur. [ ? ] -- [Laughter] 
  
A:  The first pencil "breaks" -- I was looking in my mind, and I saw the innocence of a tree, and 
thought, "It’s pretty easy for a tree to be innocent." [Laughter] I saw that, I felt the "innocence of 
a tree," and then I saw a vision in my mind of a grid. So I thought, "That’s it. So I’ll make this 
grid," and I did think that nobody would ever think it was a painting they wanted, and that’s 
when they bought them. [Laughter] I’m off the hook. 
  
Q:  [ ? ] -- high degree of discipline. [ ? ] -- not involved. 
  
A:  [ ? ] -- When you’re a painter, you have to keep on the track. When you stop painting for a 
while (which I don’t think is in the least bad, I think it’s a good thing), if you have to work 
something out for a while, the painting goes on, if you want it to. But when you start painting 
again, you have to sort of get in condition, like an athlete. You have to get on the track, and you 
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have to stay on this track. And every interruption is very [ ? ] -- So many paintings have gone 
down the drain, from interruptions. When you take time off, you should take it completely off, 
go someplace. If you get interested in a cause, you should stop painting and go in for this cause, 
and see it out. 
  
I’ll tell you why I’m so against "cause." Because, with a cause, you feel [ ? ] -- you feel terrible, 
you feel antagonism, [ ? ] -- and you’re fighting and all that. That’s the opposite from the state of 
mind you should be in for painting -- for art. So yes, you have to feel ready to paint, and see if 
you can keep yourself in that condition. When you go out, don’t start arguing with people, get 
worked up and off-track. It is a discipline. Avoid interruptions. That’s it. [Applause] 


