
1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SHESHNAG’S  

COLOURED CANOPY:  
The Rainbow and The Kaleidoscope  

as Metaphor and Method 

 

 

 

Tessa Laird 

Supporting Documentation 

Doctorate of Fine Arts, Elam School of Fine Arts 

University of Auckland, 2012 

 

 

 

Supervisors: Allan Smith and Alex Monteith 

 

 



2 
 

Acknowledgments 

 

Here I give thanks to Allan Smith, for his inordinate generosity with his time and his openness and intelligent 

humour. His lengthy and poetic text messages (which deserve recognition as their own artform), effervescent 

email commentaries and boundless enthusiasm for this project often led me to wonder if he should have written 

this paper instead of me. He certainly put the “super” back in “supervisor.” 

 

Thanks are also due to Ruth Watson for her initial help and to Alex Monteith for taking over and bringing her 

sharp eyes and intellect to the project, particularly its physical manifestation. Tracey Williams got me started in 

printmaking and also gave me an opportunity to trial my posters en masse in a public setting at the Papakura Art 

Gallery; Struan Hamilton, Elam print technician extraordinaire, kept me going with his patience and 

encouragement. Greg Dyer and Graeme Brett endured endless relays to and from the kilns as I spent three years 

firing my “clay bibliography.” 

 

My good friends and ex-colleagues Gwyn Porter and Ralph Paine read over my writing and I thank Gwyn for 

her smarts and kindly goading, and Ralph for his rigorous critique, encyclopedic knowledge of theory, and open-

all-hours personal library. Thanks also to Warren Olds who is always happy to talk about the practicalities of 

publishing. I made a new friend during these studies, the artist Tiffany Singh, who has proved to be an excellent 

collaborator and someone who never tires of talking about the cosmic potential of colour. 

 

Professor Michael Taussig’s inspirational and oh-so quotable writings materialised into a friendship which 

enabled me to present my work at an incredible gathering he held at his country house in upstate New York in 

2011. There I was able to hear the best and brightest contemporary Fictocritical writing, and make connections 

with other heroes, including Alphonso Lingis and Peter Lamborn Wilson. On the subject of literary heroes, 

Chris Kraus kindly read over my yellow chapter and offered some sage advice. 

 

I would never have been able to undertake this project without the understanding and support of staff at the 

Manukau School of Visual Arts, where, thanks to Lesley Francey, I was able to considerably reduce my teaching 

duties during the course of study. Finally, I must thank my husband, Steve, for his constant neck rubs and his 

devotion to green which got me started down the colour track in the first place, not to mention his voracious 

appetite for information. Steve’s healthy scepticism about matters both academic and artistic have made sure that 

I “keep it real.” 

 

I would like to dedicate this work to the memory of my grandmother, Olive May Winchester, 5 October 1919 – 

7 March 2011, for whom studying was a kind of heaven. 



3 
 

Contents 

 

 

 

 PART I METHODOLOGY 

 

   Introduction       5 

   Against Chromophobia     6 

   Colour as Carnival      18 

   The Rainbow Serpent      22 

   The Kaleidoscope      28 

   Fictocriticism and Estranged Writing    33 

   Bibliography in the Expanded Field    39 

   The Slippery Surfaces of Print     40 

   Clay Tablets        43 

   Thievery and Orientalism     47 

   Naming the Unnameable     50 

   Figuring the Field      53 

   Nostalgia With Intent      55 

   Colour Me Toxic      59 

   Rainbow’s End       60 

   Sheshnag’s Coloured Canopy: Images from the exhibition  63 

  

 PART 2 STORIES FROM THE SPECTRUM 

    

   The Red Thread      76 

   A Tiger’s Leap Into History     92 

   Canary-coloured runway into the sun    106 

   They Sing in Ancient Green     121 

   Cops and Commercials     137 

   The Other Side       155 

   Bibliography       173 



4 
 

 

 

 

 

PART I: 

 

METHODOLOGY 



5 
 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In Hindu mythology Sheshnag, a serpent with multiple heads, is not a hydra to be slayed as in the West, 

but a servant of Vishnu, protecting the god with the vast canopy of his hood. My overarching 

“serpent” is the rainbow, the spectral arch that unsurprisingly, many cultures have interpreted as a 

multicoloured snake. And like Sheshnag, and the general Hindu predilection for multiplicity rather than 

reduction, I have not sliced off the extraneous heads of my Doctorate of Fine Arts, but rather let a 

multi-headed monster flourish. 

 

If the reader wishes to understand the impetus for my project, it is necessary to start with that head 

with the loudest hiss: the polemic, which I have called “Against Chromophobia.” I argue that 

Chromophobia is a sign, a cypher, for a much bigger problem, contiguous with the destructive forces 

of monoculture, while the unbridled use of colour via the practices of psychedelia has liberatory 

potential, and I outline some of these in “Colour as Carnival.” 

 

In order to write and make around these ideas, and in order to sharpen my experience of colour, I 

utilised a methodology in which I studied one colour of the spectrum at a time, in sequence, which I 

discuss under the heading “The Rainbow Serpent.” In effect, I was using the given spectral sequence of 

the rainbow as a programmatic structure for addressing colour. Once each colour had been responded 

to in text, print and clay, a process that took a total of two years, I entered the final year of my 

Doctorate in which colours were fragmented, mixed, and latent patterns were encouraged and 

exaggerated: see “The Kaleidoscope.” 

 

This Doctorate is unusual in that I have elected to place equal emphasis on writing and studio practice. 

In “Fictocriticism and Estranged Writing” I discuss the particular genre of writing I am employing for 

my chapters on colour, and the methodological underpinnings of this style.  

 

My studio practice has also bifurcated, like a multi-headed serpent. While I call the studio project as a 

whole “Bibliography in the Expanded Field,” I have engaged in two very different media, which I 

discuss separately in “The Slippery Surfaces of Print,” and “Clay Tablets.” While the subject matter and 
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methodologies are often similar, the outcomes are physically different, though mutually supportive in 

their final presentation. 

 

There are problems – big problems – to cogitate in my practice, and I am aware of a range of inherent 

contradictions which have both confounded and provoked me. In “Thievery and Orientalism” I admit 

that I purloin imagery from cultures other than my own, and enjoy it; “Naming the Unnameable” notes 

the impossibility, the beautiful idiocy, of writing about colour; “Figuring the Field” attests a liking for 

signs and symbols over the transcendence of abstraction; “Nostalgia with Intent” attempts a 

justification of my obsession with the 1960s; “Colour Me Toxic” acknowledges the chemical cocktail 

that is the concomitant of working with bright colour. 

 

Finally, I attempt a summation of the disparate heads of the hydra, where neither the varied materials 

of clay, the printed image, nor the written word assert their dominance as the leading medium, rather 

they influence each other, argue with each other, and jostle for my, and my viewers’, attention. The 

effects generated by such an assemblage can only ever be “emergent properties” which I acknowledge 

and celebrate. At the age of forty I still consider myself an “emerging” artist, or a writer who is 

perpetually “becoming-artist.” This deliberate embrace of the status of amateur acknowledges the 

original etymology of that word in love, as Roland Barthes put it, “without the spirit of mastery or 

competition.”1 A professional is inevitably bound up with commerce, but Barthes suggests that the 

amateur has the potential to be “the counter-bourgeois artist,”2 which appeals to my armchair-

revolutionary sensibilities. 

 

 

 

 

Against Chromophobia 

 

This project germinated as a result of perceived trends and forces within the contemporary art milieu 

both locally and internationally. My perception was that, contrary to expectation, the world of art was 

the last place in which Colour with a capital C was celebrated. Inside global-standard white cube art 

gallery spaces, I encountered mostly black, white and grey artworks, and their audience (including 

myself) were usually white people wearing mostly black clothes. Of course there were exceptions to the 

                                                
1 Barthes, Roland, Roland Barthes on Roland Barthes, (New York: Hill and Wang), 1977, 52 (thanks to Ralph Paine for this 
quote). Compare this to later discussions of Michael Taussig’s “nonmastery.” 
2 Ibid. 
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rule, but in general, I noted colour being regarded as frivolous, naïve, commercial, or tacky. What began 

as an inchoate suspicion on my part was corroborated by David Batchelor’s Chromophobia (2000), which 

states a case that colour has always been “other” to Western culture, including the contemporary art 

world. The following quote from Batchelor was a major departure point for my research: 

 

“Chromophobia manifests itself in the many and varied attempts to purge colour from culture, to 

devalue colour, to diminish its significance, to deny its complexity. More specifically: this purging of 

colour is usually accomplished in one of two ways. In the first, colour is made out to be the property of 

some ‘foreign’ body – usually the feminine, the oriental, the primitive, the infantile, the vulgar, the 

queer, or the pathological. In the second, colour is relegated to the realm of the superficial, the 

supplementary, the inessential or the cosmetic. In one, colour is regarded as alien and therefore 

dangerous; in another, it is perceived merely as a secondary quality of experience, and thus unworthy of 

serious consideration. Colour is dangerous, or it is trivial, or it is both. (...) Either way, colour is 

routinely excluded from the higher concerns of the Mind. It is other to the higher values of Western 

culture.”3 

 

The association of colour with the cosmetic, and consequently the feminine, not to mention the 

devious, finds no stronger proponent than the ultra-conservative and perfectly named Charles Blanc, 

founder of the Gazette des Beaux-Arts, who wrote in 1867, “Drawing is the masculine sex of art, 

colour the feminine sex... Drawing must preserve its dominance over colour. Otherwise, painting runs 

to its ruin; it will be lost by colour like humanity was lost by Eve.”4 (I will come back to colour as a kind 

of “Fall,” looking at the Tower of Babel, rather than the Garden of Eden, as the ultimate metaphor for 

this moment of disenfranchisement, but suggest instead it has a positive, pluralistic outcome). 

 

In contemporary art, proponents of bright colour are often striving for some notion of purity, of 

colour as essential, divorced from life in the world. I have encountered an expectation that interest in 

colour requires an interest in coloured minimal abstraction and the monochrome, as these forms are 

perceived to be colour’s most “pure” expression. Abstraction is an enormous, expressive field, an ideal 

arena for colour exploration, yet those with a predilection for geometric or minimal abstraction will 

often, in the quest to be free of the restrictions of figuration, end up with the default format of a 

monochromatic rectangle or square. Devoid of expression, the rectangle of colour can be read as a 

response to industrialisation, as with Frank Stella’s famous comment that he wanted to “keep the paint 

                                                
3 Batchelor, David, Chromophobia (London: Reaktion), 2000, 23. 
 
4 Pastoureau, Michel, Blue: The History of a Colour (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press), 2001, 200. 
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as good as it is in the can.”5 Stella’s exultation of industrial colour inspired the exhibition Colour Chart: 

Reinventing Colour 1950 to Today, curated by Ann Temkin at MOMA in 2008. Forty artists represented 

colour as flat and rectangular – as though the colours themselves were peeking out from behind bars, 

jailed for being riotous, or fomenting excessive emotion. In this highly mediated setting, leached of any 

“real world” relationships (other than the highly specific and literal connection to the hardware store 

paint chart) bright colour was allowed a respectable niche in contemporary art practice.6 

 

I take issue with the vaunting of industrialisation via its mimesis in art practice, and see the 

monochrome in relation to various other iterations with the same prefix, particularly monoculture, 

which is a term from agriculture that can be fruitfully cross-pollinated into other contexts. Monoculture 

is the practice of mass cultivation of one crop, to the detriment of biodiversity and ecosystems, not to 

mention traditional subsistence agriculture and economies. This system, while good for agribusiness 

multinationals, is ruinous for small producers and for the environment. And this same desire for 

standardisation exists even within the relatively safe haven of the art world.7 

 

For those artists not working in coloured monochrome, relationships to colour may be cautious, or 

even entirely incidental. Muted palettes are favoured for their sobriety, while black and white, with its 

ineffable links to early documentary and printed text, remains the lingua franca of Conceptual Art. 

 

The painters Van Gogh and Renoir both argued that true black or true white are almost impossible to 

find in the natural world, and thus had no place on the canvas.8 Black-and-white is a cultural construct 

made possible by manmade technologies, whether they be charcoal and paper, printing, photography or 

film.9 Perversely, the black and white world is often represented as being “more real” than the coloured 

                                                
5 Temkin, Ann, “Colour Shift.” In Colour Chart: Reinventing Colour, 1950 to Today, ed. Ann Temkin (New York: Museum of 
Modern Art; London: Thames & Hudson), 2008, 16. 
 
6 Elsewhere, the monochromatic rectangle has been interpreted as an almost monastic quest for purity in an image-saturated 
world. The latter tendency fuses ideas as disparate as Platonic Idealism, Christian Puritanism and Zen Buddhism, creating 
work that some believe to be “the most powerful refuge of spiritual art in the twentieth century.” Robertson, Jean, and Craig 
McDaniel, Themes of Contemporary Art: Visual Art after 1980 (New York: Oxford University Press), 2010, 280. I continue a 
discussion of my own discomfort with geometric abstraction in “Figuring the Field.” 
 
7 That agricultural terminology has relevance to the arts is made clear by Michael Taussig’s use of the term “agribusiness 
writing,” see below: “Methodology: Fictocriticism and Estranged Writing.” 
 
8 Ball, Philip, Bright Earth: The Invention of Colour, (Hawthorn, Australia: Penguin), 2002, 206. 
 
9 Pastoureau attributes the changing of chess sets from the medieval red and white to the familiar black and white, to the 
invention of the printing press (Blue, 195), while Ball underscores the importance of developments in print and film to our 
recollections of particular eras: “For those too young to have first-hand recollection, it is hard to escape the notion that the 
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one, the most famous exponent of this idea in the filmic realm being the 1939 production of The 

Wizard of Oz. Most people are familiar with the grey reality of Dorothy’s Kansas home, which is 

replaced by the colourful land of Oz in an abnormal weather event, where magic is the order of the day. 

On returning to Kansas with the famous refrain “There’s no place like home,” Dorothy and her 

adventurous cohorts are all happily leached of their colour, as if to hope for anything else were entirely 

unnatural.  

 

The contrast of black and white with coloured film stock to portray differing states of mind is a 

standard device across diverse filmic genres. John Carpenter’s 1988 cult classic They Live sees the hero 

stumble across a pair of “Hoffman lenses.” When he puts these on, he sees in black and white, and this 

is the “truth,” that is, he sees the subliminal messages hidden in advertising (Obey, Sleep, Marry and 

Reproduce, etc...) as well as the fact that the rich are actually aliens enslaving earth. The name Hoffman 

perhaps nods to Albert Hoffman, inventor of LSD, the mind-altering drug which, users have argued, 

can strip away layers of preconception, revealing an ultimate, underlying truth. However, while LSD is 

associated with psychedelic coloured visions, Carpenter’s bleak Reagan-era version of the “truth” strips 

away the technicolour lie of the media, replacing it with a blank, no frills version of reality.10 

  

But this made-up, imaginary world can have its own seductive charm. Geoffrey O’Brien, writing on 

“Gray” in the “Colours” column of Cabinet magazine, talks of early 1930s Hollywood films, “where 

blonde tresses and semitransparent negligees, champagne bubbles and luminous dance halls, translate 

into slight but crucial variations of gray.” He thinks that these figures are “more like life than life itself” 

and that “colour photography would make them artificial.” Finally, he decides that “Any conceivable 

heaven would be gray.”11 

 

In the same article, however, O’Brien paints a very different picture of the colour that frames my 

computer screen and my window pane, which clads buildings and paves streets. Moving forward a 

couple of decades from the glamour of 1930s film O’Brien looks to the grey 1950s in which the 

archetypal Man in the Gray Flannel Suit “buried every last trace of adventure, transgression, rebellion, to 

                                                                                                                                                            
events of the world in the years after the Second World War took place in an overcharged Technicolour glow of ruby-red 
lips and phthalocyanine-blue skies, just as the First World War was conducted in monochrome.” Bright Earth, 333-334. 
 
10 They Live employs a similar premise to the Matrix trilogy (Wachowski Bros, 1999-2003) in which earthlings are 
unknowingly coopted by aliens. The “real world” in both films is grittier than the illusory world – in the Matrix this is 
portrayed with muted tones and holey jerseys, like Dunedin in the 1980s. 
 
11 O’Brien, Geoffrey. “Colours/ Gray”. Cabinet, Issue 17, Spring 2005, 8. 
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become a perfectly functioning cog in a social machine that was itself embodied in greyish variants of 

steel, asphalt, cement, the worn-out faces of coins, and the toxic effluvia of smokestacks.”12  

 

Michael Taussig refers to the intractable grey substance of concrete as “the backbone of modernity,”13 

which modernist architects such as Le Corbusier “made into a virtual religion.”14 Indeed, Le Corbusier 

had his famous architectural epiphany at the Parthenon in Greece. After travelling through central and 

eastern Europe, penning poetic observances on the customs, colours, and styles of others, the young 

man (then known as Charles-Edouard Jeanneret) is stopped in his tracks by the Greek ruin. He 

ejaculates: 

“Oh! 

Light! 

Marbles! 

Monochromy!”15 

 

Deciding at that moment not to bother to visit the pyramids of Egypt, as he had reached the apex of 

inspiration, Le Corbusier henceforth dedicated himself to an architecture of imposing rectangles in 

shades of grey and white.16 

 

The myth of the ruin of Babel represents in the Western paradigm a “fall” from oneness and unity to a 

world in which polysemy is the norm. Like the Edenic fall from grace, it re-enacts a sense of rupture, 

from the creator, from the natural order, and from a collective family. However, I believe that this 

moment of an ur-language being divided up into many incomprehensible languages, the “babble” to 

which we have been subsequently subjected, can be reinterpreted as a moment of liberating 

differentiation, of bifurcation and possibility.  

 

                                                
12 Ibid, 7. 
 
13 Taussig, Michael, My Cocaine Museum, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 2004, 161. 
 
14 Ibid, 160. 
 
15 Le Corbusier, Journey to the East (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press), 2007, 236-238. He goes on to note that the Parthenon 
“takes a man and places him above the world,” implying a hierarchical view of humanity as sovereign over nature. I 
compare this to Alphonso Lingis’s description of Machu Picchu as melding completely with the surrounding mountains., in 
“Tawantinsuyu,” Abuses, (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press), 1994, 52. 
 
16 Fans of Le Corbusier will argue that colour played an important role for the architect; I am talking here about his most 
striking characteristics and the tendencies he instituted in modern architecture worldwide. 
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Mikhail Bakhtin, whose ideas on carnival have been influential to my practice, coined the term 

heteroglossia in a critique of the contemporary novel.17 I interpret heteroglossia as a coming together of 

voices, cultures, colours and styles. I think of the indigenous form of the Pow Wow or “gathering of 

the tribes” and have used this term in one of my prints that envisages just such a gathering at the 

metaphoric “end of history” (December 21, 2012, the end of the Mayan Calendar).  

 

 

Tessa Laird, Pow Wow, Three-colour screen print, unnumbered edition, 2011. 

 

                                                
17 See Holquist, Michael, ed., The dialogic imagination: four essays by M. M. Bakhtin (Austin: University of Texas Press), 1981, 
263. 
 



12 
 

In order to achieve heteroglossia through print, it is important for me that my works are seen en masse, 

in a gathering or Pow Wow, and that they argue with each other in their babble of tongues. As the artist 

Mary Louise-Browne commented upon seeing my exhibition Post- Post- Poster at the Papakura Gallery 

(October 15 – November 19, 2011), it looked as though the work had been made by at least three 

different people. Success! 

 

Tessa Laird, Post- Post- Poster, installation view, Papakura Art Gallery, 2011. 
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Perhaps it is no accident that the Babel story might also be about colour, as well as language. 

Speculation that the original tower was a Sumerian ziggurat, suggests that each of the seven stories was 

glazed in a different colour, almost, but not quite, following the spectral sequence.18 If we look at this 

tale of the birth of xenophobia with Judeo-Christian values, we might read this flashy use of colour as 

part of the over-weening pride and ambition that saw jealous Jehovah smite the tower to the ground, 

scattering the inhabitants far and wide with their newfound tongues. But if we look at Babel through 

other spectacles we see instead the twin forces of colour and language, often meshed in creation 

mythologies, as two complimentary modes of polysemous proliferation. I will discuss the many and 

varied relationships between colour and language under the heading “Naming the Unnameable,” below. 

 

In his essay “Quilting Green Hermeticism,” Christopher Bamford argues that “in order to ‘create,’ One 

must become Two.”19 Echoing cellular reproduction across all life-forms, Bamford recognises that 

within this creative “self-gaze of the One, is born the process of unity’s becoming multiplicity. With the 

primal self-gaze, difference, relationship, and specification begin.”20 This notion is illustrated in the 

Maori story of Rangi and Papa, the primal parents locked in an embrace in which children are born but 

cannot differentiate themselves. It is only the wrenching apart of the primordial pair by one of their 

offspring that allows light to flood in and the universe as we know it to take shape – Tane’s insistence 

on differentiation puts the creative cycle into play, and while there is sadness on the part of the 

separated parents, it is not a “fall from grace” but a beginning.21 

 

Subcomandante Marcos of the Zapatistas retells a classic folktale from the Chiapas region of Mexico, as 

to how colours came into the world. Various gods created colours in an effort to make the world more 

interesting for its inhabitants, and parrots are guardians not only of colour, but of the message of 

diversity: that different people and ideas exist side-by-side, as do hues on the multicoloured breast, back 

and wings of the macaw.22 

 

                                                
18 Birren, Faber, “The Tower of Babel.” In The Rainbow Book, ed. F. Lanier Graham (Berkeley: Shambhala/Fine Arts 
Museums of San Francisco), 1975, 52. 
 
19 Bamford, Christopher. “Quilting Green Hermeticism: A Tissue of Texts and Tracings.” In Green Hermeticism, ed. 
Christopher Bamford (Great Barrington, MA: Lindisfarne Books), 2007, 115. 
 
20 Ibid. 
 
21 For a humorous take on monodimensional living in the darkness before time began, see Italo Calvino’s short story “All At 
One Point,” in the collection Cosmicomics (London: Cape), 1969. 
 
22 Marcos, Subcomandante, La Historia de los Colores/ The Story of Colours (El Paso, Texas: Cinco Puntos Press), 1999. 
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As Arun Saldanha argues in his book Psychedelic White, “race should not be abandoned or abolished, but 

proliferated. Race’s energies are then directed at multiplying racial differences, so as to render them 

joyfully cacophonic.”23 Peter Lamborn Wilson is similarly joyful about difference as an antidote to what 

he calls “flavourless theomonotony.”24 A proponent of syncretic belief systems, Wilson states that 

without difference, “there can be no orgy of Interpretatio, no plural marriage, no free love between 

religions and peoples. Harmony requires different tones, not monotones. Syncretism values the 

fortuitous mistranslation...”25 

 

Even Giotto, according to Kristeva, achieved this sense of joy by “liberating himself from the 

transcendental dominion of One Meaning (white),”26 re-enacting that moment of chromatic babel that 

goes on all around us, the liberation of the many (colours) from the one (white) in order to create 

difference and meaning, “distorting and doing violence to it without relinquishing it.”27 

 

White is an “idea” worth thinking about when looking at colour precisely for this reason, that it 

contains the sum of all colours and is therefore in some circles seen as “superior” to colour, having 

almost universal connotations of purity and transcendence. Theo van Doesburg’s “Towards White 

Painting,” (1929) unequivocally names white as “the spiritual colour of our times” as well as “the colour 

of modern times.” This modern era is one of “perfection, purity and certitude.” Van Doesburg works 

himself into fascistic hyperbole: “we want to mount the heights of truth where the air is pure and can 

be withstood only by metallic lungs.”28 

 

This desire to transcend human weakness by expunging all traces of colour and organic matter is sent 

up beautifully by novelist Ishmael Reed, who imagines a “Wallflower Order” of po-faced whiteys who 

have been controlling the planet since before the Roman Empire, with various incarnations as Nazis 

and Ku Klux Klan. He describes the headquarters of the Wallflower Order as a place in which nature is 

kept in abeyance, death is worshipped, and dancing and singing are despised: 

 

                                                
23 Saldanha, Arun, Psychedelic White: Goa Trance and the Viscosity of Race (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press), 2007. 
 
24 Wilson, Peter Lamborn, “Green Hermeticism,” in Green Hermeticism, ed. Bamford, 57-58. 
 
25 Ibid. 
 
26 Kristeva, Julia, “Giotto’s Joy.” Desire in Language (New York: Columbia University Press), 1980, 224. 
 
27 Ibid. 
 
28 In Colour, ed. David Batcherlor (Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press), 2008, 88. 
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Everything is polyurethane, Polystyrene, Lucite, Plexiglas, acrylate, Mylar, Teflon, phenolic, polycarbonate. A 
gallimaufry of synthetic materials. Wood you hate. Nothing to remind you of the Human Seed. The aesthetic is thin 
flat turgid dull grey bland like a yawn. Neat. Clean, accurate, and precise but 1 big Yawn they got up there. 
Everything as the law laid down in Heliopolis 1000s of years ago. (Heliopolis, the Greek name for the ancient city of 
Atu or Aton. You eat rays and for snacks you munch on sound. Loading up on data is slumber and recreation is 
disassembling. Transplanting is real big here. Sometimes you play switch brains and hide the heart. Lots of marching. 
Soon as these Like-Men disappear walking single file down the hall here comes another row at you. The Atonists got 
rid of their spirit 1000s of years ago with Him. The flesh is next. Plastic will soon prevail over flesh and bones. Death 
will have taken over. Why is it Death you like? Because then no 1 will keep you up all night with that racket dancing 
and singing. The next morning you can get up and build, drill, progress putting up skyscrapers and... and... and... 
working and stuff. You know? Keeping busy.29  

 

Reed knows that as a man of colour, he can never be the invisible grey cog in the grey machine that 

O’Brien describes when discussing the Man in the Gray Flannel Suit, which is why colour poses such a 

problem to the Wallflower Order. 

 

So why does white culture venerate white environments? In an early essay, Jean Baudrillard 

acknowledges that the propensity for white in bathrooms and kitchens helps to induce a “radical 

omission”30 from our consciousness of bodily functions, which is perhaps the same impulse that saw 

Van Doesburg desire metal lungs in order to breathe truly “pure” air.  

 

When I mentioned to a friend that I was studying colour, he immediately ran to his shelf and plucked 

out a large photographic tome called WHITE. I blanched (pun intended), for this was the exact 

opposite of what I was looking for. But, following Saldhana’s “attempt to understand whiteness in 

order to change it...”31 I read WHITE, that is, looked at the pictures; it’s a kind of bleached-out Baraka 

for the printed page, including contemporary artists, architecture, tribal life and so on. The captions 

self-consciously use the word “beauty” every time an African is depicted. The introduction outed me 

straight away as blancophobic, asking “aren’t those who are afraid of achromatism in painting, or 

silences in music and movies, also probably those who are tormented by neuroses, who are obsessed 

with explaining or justifying everything and with the digressions and anecdotes this entails?”32 Clearly, I 

                                                
29 Reed, Ishmael, Mumbo Jumbo (New York: Avon Books), 1978, 70-71. Thomas Pynchon took ultra-white imagery to its 
extreme in Gravity’s Rainbow (where he even gives a brief plug for Mumbo Jumbo). Pynchon’s villainous sexually deviant Nazi, 
Captain Blicero, is the epitome of whiteness whose death is “a whitening, a carrying of whiteness to ultrawhite, what is it but 
bleaches, detergents, oxidisers, abrasives.” His names are “Blicker, Bleicherode, Bleacher, Blicero, extending, rarefying the 
Caucasian pallor to an abolition of pigment, or melanin, of spectrum, of separateness from shade to shade…” Pynchon, 
Thomas, Gravity’s Rainbow (New York: Penguin Books), 2000, 774. 
 
30 Baudrillard, Jean, “Atmospheric Values: Colour,” 1968, quoted in Batchelor, ed., Colour, 149. 
 
31 Saldhana, Psychedelic White, 7. 
 
32 Sterckx, Pierre, “Introduction” in WHITE, ed. Stephanie Busuttil, (New York: Assouline Publishing), 2001, 6. 
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am one of those who are “in too much of a hurry to attribute meaning and, having presupposed it, are 

scared of losing it.”33 

 

But I object to this writer’s use of the term “guiltless clarity”34 in relation to white, for whether as 

physical colour or cultural construct, whiteness has countless associations with structures that obfuscate 

and dissimulate, witness the metaphoric use of the term whitewash to mean covered over with a 

blanket of lies.35 

 

Batchelor begins Chromophobia with an anecdote about visiting an art collector’s house. Everything is 

pristine modernist white, and its insistent purity starts to nag Batchelor as he wonders what this 

supposedly “neutral” colour signifies. The art world as a whole allows “transgression” (colour, gesture, 

bodily fluids, nudity) only when bounded or tamed by these “neutral” containers, white cube gallery 

spaces, museums and show homes. Baudrillard notes “The world of colours is opposed to the world of 

values, and the ‘chic’ invariably implies the elimination of appearances in favour of being: black, white, 

grey – whatever registers zero on the colour scale – is correspondingly paradigmatic of dignity, 

repression and moral standing.”36 

 

So why is the art world, of all places, a zone where such values are deemed desirable? Because the art 

world is paranoid about its own “cosmetic” associations, and, just as colour is seen as superficial, as 

additive, so the art world fears for its insubstantial status. This generalised fear of being peripheral is 

exacerbated in New Zealand by our physical isolation and by a juvenile colonial culture without a 

history of arts appreciation. Artists here have long struggled for recognition locally, let alone globally, 

and this has led to an embattled sensibility which has been dubbed in some circles “New Zealand 

Gothic.” In 2006 Gothic NZ: The Darker Side of Kiwi Culture was published, featuring essays on our 

“Cinema of Unease,” our “dark” fashion, ads, literature and artists.37 Rather than embracing 

                                                
33 Ibid. 
 
34 Ibid, 11. 
 
35 That this meaning of whitewash hails from the Old Testament is witness to the fact that we live and breathe Judeo-
Christian values whether we realise it or not. But did you know that “whitewash” in French is “hot milk”? Which is both 
more sexy and homely, and might even, at a stretch, be related to Kristeva’s milk skin in Powers of Horror: An Essay on 
Abjection (New York: Columbia University Press), 1982. 
  
36 Baudrillard, “Atmospheric Values,” in Colour, ed. Batchelor, 147. 
 
37 Kavka, Misha, Jennifer Lawn, and Mary Paul, Gothic NZ: The Darker Side of Kiwi Culture (Dunedin, Otago Press), 2006. 
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polyculturalism, and the contemporary global communities we comprise, Gothic NZ seemed determined 

to fix Aotearoa in a dark, primeval swamp of Jurassic flora and tormented Anglo-Saxon reserve. 

 

The global Gothic is distinguished by a love of ruins, unkempt graveyards, bombed out churches and 

collapsing temples. Le Corbusier’s aesthetic epiphany at the Parthenon, while not “Gothic,” seems a 

necrophiliac misapprehension of monochromy, for, as has been proven since the mid-Victorian era, 

Greek architecture and statuary were both covered in bright paint.38 The decidedly postmodern artist 

Mike Kelley recognised that “Modernist essentialism understands this colourlessness as one of the 

‘truth[s] to materials’ it defended... Truth arises from the base material, gives rise to archetypal meaning, 

and issues in timeless truths. The sign for the timeless is monochrome.”39 What then is “truth” if it is 

based upon a lie, or a wilful misapprehension? According to Victoria Finlay, the French sculptor 

Auguste Rodin beat his chest and declared of Greek sculptures, against all the evidence “I feel here that 

they were never coloured,” while some archaeologists deliberately ignored evidence of colour because 

of their own aesthetic inclinations.40 This is where I think the term necrophilia is appropriate, for the 

West has nurtured a love-affair with the ruins of ancient civilizations, reconstructing them from their 

bleached-out fragments as truly “white” societies, in which (erroneously) “whiteness” is the pinnacle of 

aesthetic perfection. This misunderstanding is akin to a cargo cult, a belief system built around 

unknown fragments, which says more about the desires of the people creating the cult, than of the 

people who created the fragments. 

 

Kelley winds up his musings on the misreading of classical art with contemporary notions of kitsch, 

characterised by gaudy colours. He brings class into the mix, an apt consideration given the high class 

art collectors Batchelor describes, in their haven of white-on-white. Batchelor was perhaps referring to 

class when he mentioned the “vulgar” as a category associated with colour, and it is for this very reason 

that I think colour has such powerful potential for challenging hierarchies and hegemony. For, while we 

live in an era that appears to be, superficially at least, egalitarian, where racism, sexism, and 

homophobia are no longer publicly tolerated, aesthetic hierarchies continue to collude with these 

                                                
38 See Ball: “Nor were they subtle about it: beards were deep blue and, if we can judge from Roman statues and relief works, 
gods often had bright red faces” (74-75). Love of colour was a feature of ancient American civilisations as well: “Maya cities 
were once spaces for the dazzling display of colour. People wearing brilliantly coloured textiles, body paint, and jewellery 
inhabited elaborately painted spaces, exerting considerable expense and labour to colour their surroundings. Colour was not 
merely “added decoration”; it was a central element of ancient Maya experience, crucial to the making of meaning and 
identity.” Houston, Stephen (et al), Veiled Brightness: A History of Ancient Maya Colour (Austin: University of Texas Press), 
2009, 69. 
39 In Colour, ed. Batchelor, 196. 
 
40 Finlay, Victoria, Colour: Travels Through the Paintbox (London: Sceptre), 2002, 139-140. 
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intolerant outlooks. This often unknowing occlusion of other ways of seeing creates an unnecessary 

paucity in visual culture. 

 

All of Batchelor’s categories of the chromophiliac “others” to so-called Western Civilisation, that is, the 

feminine, the oriental, the primitive, the infantile, the vulgar, the queer, and the pathological are 

categories that I wish to explore and celebrate as pathways to a nebulous “liberation” that is equal parts 

spiritual, political, and sensual. These categories are yet again exemplary of the hydra-headed beast that 

is not foe, but cosmic protector and talisman of difference. 

 

 

 

 

Colour as Carnival 

 

The psychedelic movement of the late 1960s is endlessly fascinating: a drug-fuelled pop culture 

explosion encompassing music, fashion, and visual art. Most importantly, psychedelics promoted 

radically different ways of being, characterised by Timothy Leary’s famous invitation to “Turn on, Tune 

in and Drop Out.”41 Psychedelics emerged in close proximity to political movements: civil rights and 

the Black Panther party, feminism, queer rights, and the anti-war movement. Yet it was also deeply 

suspicious of political structures, and advocated an entirely new way of living – abandoning cities, 

abandoning work, getting back to the land. Psychedelics’ combination of inward spiritual development 

and outward social engagement makes for a compelling paradox which I think remains relevant and 

fruitful. 

 

While psychedelics is generally regarded as an historical moment in popular culture, I see it as an 

ongoing philosophy with more currency than ever. Pockets of psychedelic art, music and fashion 

continue to emerge and evolve, leading me to posit that the 1960s are not over and were always already 

there. The battles that took place then between enforced order and harmonious chaos will carry on in 

perpetuity under one guise or another, like the Hindu churning of the milky ocean; a tug of war 

between gods and demons, which produces both nectar and poison. 

 

                                                
41 This phrase was ubiquitous in the 1960s and was, among many other outings, the title of a 1967 album by Leary. 
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Saldanha’s Psychedelic White is an enormously insightful work in regards to psychedelics as a political 

state of mind. Saldanha rightly brings race into the equation, for psychedelics has most frequently been 

a path for white self-transformation via the drugs, music, art and spiritualities of others. He says, 

“Psychedelics is less an organised, antagonistic kind of politics than an ‘unravelling from within’ of the 

‘moral cement’ that defines the privileged position of the white bourgeoisie.”42 Saldanha uses the term 

psychedelics in the plural, like “economics” and “aesthetics,”43 a practice I continue here. 

 

One of the key tools of psychedelics is the use of strong colours,44 part of a deliberate strategy of 

pledging allegiance with all those positions in Batchelor’s checklist deemed antithetical to white 

privilege. Though Saldanha is discussing the behaviour of young white tourists and travellers in the 

1990s and 2000s, there is a long history of white culture “unravelling from within” through encounters 

with the other. 

 

In What Colour is the Sacred? Michael Taussig reflects on the psychedelic posters coming out of the 

Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco in the late 1960s. Though they were ostensibly advertising 

concerts, he calls them “anti-advertisements,” because their words were all but illegible, like “flowing 

colour, resembling hair.” Indeed, “Colour has been snatched back from commerce in one of the few 

genuinely countercultural movements of the twentieth century. What is more, this is not by replacing 

forms with streams of colour, but by giving you a sense of the metamorphosis whereby – thanks to 

colour – form undoes itself.”45 I find this proposition exciting, not because it heralds abstraction, but 

rather because it suspends the viewer in a space of becoming between form and abstraction; a moment of 

confusion and profusion, an “unravelling from within” which has more in common with the engaging 

pathologies of Surrealism and Dada than with the disengagement of abstraction. 

 

Other countercultural anti-advertisements were being made in the same era in close proximity to the 

Haight. Parallel to the psychedelic white project of self-transformation and self-undoing, the Black 

Panther Party was publishing propaganda posters that used many of the same colours and techniques, 

                                                
42 Saldanha, Psychedelic White, 12. An interesting use of the term “cement” given previous arguments on concrete and 
civilisation. 
 
43 Ibid, 6. 
 
44 Colours, medicines and drugs were once made and sold by the same people, and were not categorised separately. Indeed, 
some colours, such as indigo and cochineal, were used medicinally. 
 
45 Taussig, Michael, What Colour is the Sacred? (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 2009, 23. However, Thomas Frank 
wrote a book about how this counter-culture was indeed subsumed by capital: The conquest of cool: business culture, counterculture, 
and the rise of hip consumerism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 1997. 
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but to radically different ends. The urgent politics of this era can be seen in Black Panther: The 

Revolutionary Art of Emory Douglas (2007).46 It’s tempting to read psychedelic poster art as merely 

decadent in comparison, but I believe that white self-unravelling or what Taussig refers to as the 

“mastery of nonmastery”47 is as crucial a step towards equality as black self-determination. Therefore, 

the two separate movements operate as complementary halves in a kind of yin-yang equation. 

 

Only a few years later, but what seems like another lifetime away, disaffected youths from a mix of 

racial backgrounds started spray painting illegible streams of words in New York subways. These train 

carriages, smothered in colours, began to unravel the formal order of the whitewashed city. This was 

psychedelics under a different guise, wielded most frequently by non-white hands, in a continued 

countercultural resistance to rationalism and capitalism, creating what graffiti art legend Chaz 

Bojorquez refers to as “a rollcall of dissent.”48  

 

Poster art and graffiti are two tangible, visible manifestations of psychedelics, but no less powerful in its 

eruptive potential is carnival, a celebration that is also a reversal of established orders. Chris Jenks notes 

that the actual event of carnival is now essentially defunct (having been co-opted into council-

sanctioned and multinational-sponsored showcases), yet the term “has transmogrified into a concept 

signifying resistance, disorder and methodological irresponsibility in contemporary cultural studies.”49 

Jenks quotes Bakhtin’s famous espousal of carnival as “the feast of becoming, change and renewal,” 

and that true carnival is “hostile to all that was immortalized and completed.”50 

 

Green anarchist Jesús Sepúlveda sees carnival as a political tool, and daily celebration as the only 

intelligent way to alleviate the pain of contemporary industrialised living.51 Sepúlveda notes that “the 

revelling impulse dehierarchizes” and this has been played out literally in history, with stories of slaves 

playing king for a day, and vice versa, as a ritualised destabilization of order. I’m reminded both of the 

white Beastie Boys whining “You’ve gotta fight for your right to Paaaaaaarty” (1986), while Public 

                                                
46 Durant, Sam, ed., Black Panther: The Revolutionary Art of Emory Douglas (New York, NY: Rizzoli), 2007. 
 
47 Ibid, 242. 
 
48 At a Center for the Study of Political Graphics organised panel: The Art of Political Posters, Cal State University at Los 
Angeles, 2001. 
 
49 Jenks, Chris, Transgression (London: Routledge), 2003, 161. 
 
50 Ibid, 168. 
 
51 Sepúlveda, Jesús, The Garden of Peculiarities (Port Townsend, Washington: Feral House) 2005, 21. 
 



21 
 

Enemy, black and highly politicised, belted back “Party for your right to fight” (1988). Both positions 

grew from the same impulse that gave birth to New York’s subway art and the desire to destabilise the 

status quo. I am interested in the difference between these two positions, and I wonder if they mirror 

the difference between Haight-Ashbury’s psychedelic posters and the Black Panthers’ political posters, 

between self-serving hedonism and urgent political fervour. But I also wonder about the ways in which 

these two positions support and learn from each other, if in fact they offer different pathways to the 

same outcomes: freedom, self-determination, an exemption from participation in what Sepúlveda calls 

“the machine of training and conduct control.”52 

 

Howard Caygill interprets and condenses the politics in Walter Benjamin’s classic essay “The Work of 

Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (1936): fascism is negative, regressive and “seeks to 

monumentalise” while communism “affirms the flux of identity and the permanent revolution of the 

organisation of experience.”53 Regardless of our post-Soviet perspectives on communism, Caygill’s 

hallucinogenic language, the “flux of identity” and “revolution of experience,” leads the way towards a 

politically engaged psychedelics, or, as Timothy Leary put it, a “Politics of Ecstasy.”54 

 

Sepúlveda argues that carnival is the only politics that can destroy hierarchical forms of social relation, 

and, using his beloved garden metaphor, it is “a festival in which all of the petals of human peculiarity 

unfold without systemic bases.”55 Sepúlveda the idealist uses the classic Nietzschean dichotomy of 

Apollo versus Dionysus to express this festive utopia, reminding us that true carnival is not just 

Dionysian revelry, but actually dismantles the duality between the two archetypes, so that finally 

opposition melts away in celebration.56 Jenks more realistically reminds us that while discovery of 

carnival as a conceptual vehicle is not necessarily the end of the problem, it is at the very least an 

illumination of the problem.57 

                                                
52 Ibid, 93. 
 
53 Caygill, Howard, Walter Benjamin: The Colour of Experience (London; New York: Routledge), 1998, 103. 
 
54 Leary, Timothy, The Politics of Ecstasy (London: Paladin), 1970. 
 
55 Sepúlveda, Garden of Peculiarities, 41. 
 
56 This is in marked contrast to a rabid polemic penned by the arch-libertarian Ayn Rand in 1970 (“Apollo and Dionysus,” 
The New Left: The Anti-Industrial Revolution (New York: New American Library), 1975). Building on the “helpful coincidence” 
of “Apollo” naming the first craft to land on the moon, Rand contrasts this fine upstanding product of reason with the 
“scummy young savages” rolling in the mud of Woodstock. Complaining that contemporary intellectuals are Dionysian, 
trying to push middle America “into Woodstock’s mud,” she asks the reader to make a choice between rationalism’s 
reaching for the stars, or hippiedom’s irrationality. Her dogmatism succeeds in raising my hackles so that I swear undying 
allegiance to the scummy young savages rolling in the mud; to hell with Houston and lift-off! 
 
57 Jenks, Transgression, 172. 
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Beyond the counter-cultural movement of psychedelics, the 1960s saw a revolution in commercial 

colour (not least of which was the advent of colour television). Baudrillard writes that “The advent of 

bright red armchairs, sky-blue settees, black tables, multicoloured kitchens, living-rooms in two or three 

different tones, contrasting inside walls, blue or pink facades (not to mention mauve and black 

underwear) suggests a liberation stemming from the overthrow of a global order.”58 It was, after all, 

1968 when Baudrillard wrote these words. And it wasn’t only the colours, but the “polymorphous” 

materials and their “polyfunctional” applications that were liberatory, interesting terms given Taussig’s 

characterisation of colour as a “magical polymorphous substance.”59 Indeed the pluralistic potential of 

anything given the “poly” prefix allows for a hydra-style flourishing of possibilities, with positive and 

negative implications. Vijay Prashad’s “polyculturalism” offers us an alternative and dynamic viewpoint, 

because it argues for cultural complexity and specificity, rather than a questionable universality.60 

 

 

 

 

The Rainbow Serpent  

 

I have outlined a polemic structure in which I have opposed chromophobia and monoculture to 

politically-charged pluralism, using psychedelics and carnival to effect a joyous, counter-cultural mode 

of being. These notions are intentionally over-simplified, if not histrionic; a fable of goodies and 

baddies to be rendered in the boldest of colours. Not surprisingly, my tirade against the evils of drab 

monoculture outweighed the colourful solution, at least in terms of word length. The tricky part, of 

course, is not locating the problem but finding a way in which this polemic might inform a practice, 

specifically, my practice. What shape would such a practice take, in order to encompass all these 

concerns? 

 

                                                                                                                                                            
 
58 Baudrillard, “Atmospheric Values: Colour,” in Colour, ed. Batchelor, 147. 
 
59 Taussig, What Colour is the Sacred? 46. 
 
60 Prashad, Vijay, Everybody was Kung Fu Fighting: Afro-Asian Connections and the Myth of Cultural Purity (Boston: Beacon Press), 
2001. “A close engagement with the concept of multiculturalism allows us to cultivate the category of the polycultural, one 
that not only encourages the inherent complexity of cultures, but that also stakes its claim to political, and delimited, claims 
rather than the pretense of universal, and nonembodied, values.” (39) 
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In What colour is the Sacred? Taussig cautions that although we may try “to trap colour in the vat of 

colour categories” or the “straightjacket of the spectrum” it will continue to elude us because “it is 

continuous transformative flux.”61 He uses the image of the indigo vat, bubbling from one colour to 

another like a magical cauldron, and Goethe’s analysis of the fluxing froth on hot chocolate in his 

Theory of Colours to illustrate colour’s wilful tricksterism.  

 

I agree with Taussig’s characterisation of colour as unclassifiable, impossible to pin down, nevertheless 

I have to confess that I have used a Newtonian (if not Apollonian) series of colour classifications in 

order to structure my doctorate. Colour is such an unruly entity (Taussig actually characterises the 

polymorphic substance as animal), how might I possibly go about the process of describing the 

indescribable? How, even, to start the process of research in this amorphous, fluxing field? 

 

I thought about condensing each of the seven chakras, or colours of the spectrum, into a three year 

degree. Performance artist Linda Montano’s Seven Years of Living Art (1984 –1991) involved a deeply 

committed study of, and submission to, the chakra system. A former Catholic nun and all-round 

spiritual athlete, Montano came up with the idea for Seven Years of Living Art during the year she was 

tied to performance artist Tehching Hsieh by an eight-foot rope (Art/Life One Year Performance, 1983-

1984). She decided to devote each of the next seven years of her life to a different chakra, working 

through the ancient Hindu system of coloured energy centres. She followed the sequence from the base 

of the spine to the crown of the head, honouring each centre by wearing nothing but the colour of that 

chakra for an entire year. Montano also listened to particular tones, recited specific mantras, and, oddly, 

spoke in different accents, channelling different personalities for the various centres.62 

 

My primary interest in Montano’s work was her use of colour as a performative, emotionally and 

spiritually conditioning tool. Colour was all-important in this rather quirky tale of self-knowledge and 

spiritual ascension. However, my use of the chakra system as methodology was more cerebral than 

experiential. I created a diagram of the course of my study, marking out each colour to be explored in 

succession. The University of Auckland Graduate Centre was immensely helpful in providing a 

Doctoral wall chart planner which had a rather serpentine form, and seemed to lend itself to being 

dressed up as a “rainbow serpent.” 

 

                                                
61 Taussig, What Colour is the Sacred? 149. 
 
62 Montano, Linda, Letters from Linda M. Montano, ed. Jennie Klein (London; New York: Routledge) 2005, 153-172. 
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As I filled in the available fields with various hues, I was reminded of anthropologist Claude Lévi-

Strauss, who saw in a graph of rainfall recorded in Port Darwin over a period of forty-six years, the 

image of the snake Yurlungger, “raised above his water hole with his head in the sky and flooding the 

earth.”63 

 

Tessa Laird, The Doctoral Calendar, before and after doctoring, 2009. 

 

The Rainbow Serpent wriggles its way across cultures in a way that is glittering, sinuous, and seductive. 

Like colour, it won’t stay inside the neatly proscribed borders of culture; it keeps raising its head, and 

flicking its tail. In Stephen Muecke’s collection of essays, Joe in the Andamans and Other Fictocritical Stories, 
                                                
63 Lévi-Strauss, Claude, The Savage Mind (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 1966, 91. This poetic image acknowledges 
that the graphs and diagrams of the anthropologist are as much totems and fetish objects as those which they purport to 
explain. 
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a group of Aboriginal women are excited when they see the small mountain called Najanuga, which is 

the rainbow serpent’s tail.64 They come from a place way up north in the Kimberly, where the serpent’s 

head resides, so imagine their joy at seeing where the tail exits. It’s strange to imagine the rainbow 

buried under the ground, when we’re so used to seeing it in the sky. But then, more than half the 

rainbow is always underground, we only ever see the celestial half of the arc that makes up a circle. 

 

Snakes kept wriggling their way into my project, a peculiar development given my mild phobia of these 

creatures that don’t even exist in New Zealand. Perhaps it is their frequent depiction as multi-headed 

creatures that accounts for their sinuous insinuation into my thoughts on polyvalence? 

 

 

Tessa Laird, Kundalini is a Girl, Screenprint with “rainbow roll-up” technique, unnumbered edition, 2010. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
64 Muecke, Stephen, Joe in the Andamans and Other Fictocricial Stories (Sydney: Local Consumption Publications), 2008, 43. 
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So, how did I enact this multiplicity within the structure of a three-year degree? For the first two years 

of study, every three months was given over to the investigation of a different colour. Where possible, I 

would dress in that shade, or eat foods of a certain hue, allowing colour to affect decision-making 

processes. I created large pinboards in my studio where I would make a visual brainstorm of, say, the 

colour green as represented in various forms, natural and cultural, mostly gleaned from the trusty 

National Geographic, but from many other sources besides. I would read as much as I could on green, 

transcribing notes and working towards a chapter of Fictocritical writing with green as the primary 

impetus towards a free-ranging investigative text. In my studio practice, I would try to let green be the 

guide in my printmaking, choosing books I was reading about that colour, and reproducing either their 

covers or their contents, as well as making ceramic facsimiles of these same books. I repeated this 

process six times until I had a respectable spectral sequence represented in three separate media.65 

 

Walter Benjamin writes in his essay, “A Child’s View of Colour” that “The rainbow refers not to a 

chaste abstraction but to a life in art.”66 While not presuming to understand the often cryptic Benjamin, 

I like to think that this sentence contains a germ of relevance to my studio practice, in that the rainbow 

is less of a symbol to me now, and more of a practical key to unlocking an artistic practice via process: a 

“life in art.” 

 

Expecting, if not hoping, that colour the ultimate maverick would misbehave, I found that my neat 

spectral sequence (Taussig’s “straightjacket”) started to come unstuck. Often, I would find myself 

reading about one colour, writing about another, and making artworks about yet another 

simultaneously. I also found that colours wanted to be together, and it was no fun making 

monochromatic prints. It was always in the contrasts between colours that I found the most joyous 

aspect of the printing process, Wilson’s “orgy of Interpretatio,” with harmony made from “different 

tones, not monotones.” 

 

I considered my inability to stick to my own carefully constructed timetable as a sign of success. I 

couldn’t justify the repressive order of the spectral sequence if I hadn’t intended my self-imposed rules 

                                                
65 It is worth explaining that after much deliberation I settled on six, not seven colours of the rainbow. Isaac Newton named 
seven after his famous experiment splitting white light into the colours of the spectrum with a prism in 1666. But his 
decision was based more on the poetic rhyme of seven colours with the seven days of the week, seven visible planets, and 
seven notes of the diatonic musical scale, than on the evidence of his senses. Optical scientists now agree that there is 
technically no indigo in the rainbow, and for this reason I added any thoughts on indigo, including this very discussion of its 
place or lack thereof in the spectrum, in my chapter on Blue. 
 
66 Benjamin, Walter, “A Child’s View of Colour,” in Colour, ed. Batchelor, 64. 
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to be broken. As with Andy Warhol’s deliberately mis-registered screenprints, colour during my two 

year exercise in spectral progression refused to stay “inside the lines.” It was this slippage between 

surface and form, colour and the thing it colours, that attracted me to the medium of screenprint in the 

first place. Warhol’s silk screens, along with simple and cheaply-produced commercial prints such as 

those seen on fruit packing cases have always attracted me greatly, exemplifying as they do that 

wonderful moment of coming “unstuck.” 

 

A useful analogy in Taussig’s What Colour is the Sacred? references William Burroughs’ “colour walks” 

through Tangiers or New York or Paris, in which following a particular colour would inject a sense of 

random play into an otherwise mundane perambulation, red on Wednesdays, blue on Fridays, and so 

on: 

But that is only the beginning, because the idea here is that the very notion of a code be “cut up,” meaning that colour 
is invoked so as to loosen the restraint of coding and that there is something about colour that facilitates this, as if 
colours love to betray themselves, like yellow meaning gold, awesome, and holy, but also treason and cowardice, as well 
as having a long history in the Christian West to mark adulterous women, Jews, Muslims, prostitutes, heretics, witches 
and executioners. 

Could we not say, therefore, that with the colour walk we are alerted to the singular and beautiful fact that colour itself 
walks?67 

 
The spectral sequence of the rainbow has walked, if not danced, through history and cultures, proving 

to be as multi-faceted and fluxing as Goethe’s chocolate bubbles. Before Newton’s 1666 experiments 

with the prism, ancient Greek and Roman thought argued over three, four and five colours in the 

spectrum, and none mentioned the colour blue, a state of affairs that continued into the Middle Ages.68 

For the Dogon of Mali, the rainbow is made of the four hoof tracks of a celestial ram, in black, red, 

green and yellow,69 while Siberian shamans represented the rainbow by tying two ribbons, one blue, one 

red, to a birch tree,70 and the Tukano Indians of the Amazon see the shimmering arch as the Sun 

                                                
67 Taussig, What Colour is the Sacred? 27-28. This quote is echoed in the Mayan view of colour, which was powerful precisely 
because of its polyvalence: “red might symbolise ‘blood,’ but also ‘east,’ the ‘rising sun,’ and ‘day,’ as well as ‘great.’ Much 
belief about colour and aesthetics exists on a fundamental level that is deeply resistant to analysis.” Houston, Veiled 
Brightness, 71. 
 
68 Pastoureau, Blue, 31: “Xenophanes and Anaximenes and later Lucretius mention only red, yellow and violet; Aristotle and 
most of his followers see red, yellow, or green, and violet; Epicurus describes red, green, yellow and violet; Seneca, purple, 
violet, green, orange, and red; Ammianus Marcellinus, purple, violet, green, orange, yellow, and red.” 
 
69 Griaule, Marcel, Conversation with Ogotemmêli (London: Oxford University Press, International African Institute), 1965, 108. 
 
70 Eliade, Mircea, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press) 1972, 118. This image 
reminds me more of veins and arteries than of the rainbow. 
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Father’s penis.71 According to Michel Pastoureau, the culturally fluxing nature of the rainbow confirms 

that “perception is in large part cultural: it is not only a function of biology and neurobiology but also, 

and above all, relies on memory, knowledge, and imagination.”72  

 

Subjective responses to this “natural” phenomenon encouraged a looser interpretation of the spectral 

sequence in my studio practice. In fact, the sequential straightjacket of the “official” (Newtonian) 

colours of the rainbow in my project was really an opportunity for colour to prove that it would not 

be contained by these pseudo-scientific categories.73 As Kristeva suggests in her essay “Giotto’s Joy”: 

“Colour might therefore be the space where the prohibition foresees and gives rise to its own 

immediate transgression. It achieves the momentary dialectic of law – the laying down of One 

Meaning so that it might at once be pulverised, multiplied into plural meanings. Colour is the 

shattering of unity.”74 

 

This “shattering” of unity via colour was a concept I explored in my third and final year, using the 

kaleidoscope, rather than the rainbow/chakra spectral progression, as a model. Harking back to 

psychedelic visual culture, the kaleidoscope makes patterns from fragments, a process which I have 

found a useful metaphor for my methodology, both in writing and studio practices. 

 

 

 

 

The Kaleidoscope 

 

Unlike the rainbow, a natural phenomenon in which the seamless spectral sequence of colour can be 

endlessly dissected by science, the kaleidoscope is a nineteenth century invention; a cultural artefact 

which shakes up “natural” colour and instead generates a range of shifting surface effects, “a visual 

                                                
71 Reichel-Dolmatoff, Gerardo, Beyond the Milky Way: Hallucinatory Imagery of The Tukano Indians (Los Angeles: University of 
California), 1978, 32. 
 
72 Pastoureau, Blue, 79. 
 
73 Again, I use the term “pseudo-science” because Newton, as much an alchemist as scientist, put Indigo into the rainbow 
for whimsical, rather than scientific, reasons. 
 
74 Kristeva, “Giotto’s Joy,” 221. This statement has apt parallels to the myth of Babel. 
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field that perpetually oscillates on the verge of dissolution.”75 This optical novelty inspired writers like 

Baudelaire to use the kaleidoscope as a metaphor for a contemporary worldview. He dubbed the 

“Painter of Modern Life” (1863) a “kaleidoscope gifted with consciousness.”76 Through an alchemical 

play with mirrors, the kaleidoscope transforms the quotidian – a handful of beads, shards of coloured 

glass – into the marvellous. Endless reflections create a fluxing mis-en-abyme in which the one 

becomes many, therefore the singular becomes emblematic of the whole. Helen Groth writes: “What 

captivated Baudelaire was the idea of a perceptual process that transcended the circumscription of a 

single body and mind. Again the kaleidoscopic metaphor captures a sense of a celebratory ‘multiplicity.’ 

The cosmopolitan gaze of the ‘lover of universal life’ is less interested in mastery than in the mutually 

constitutive play between the particular and the universal.”77 Again, I think of Taussig’s “mastery of 

nonmastery,” which we can only attain through the rupturing of accepted notions of reality. The 

kaleidoscope breaks up and rearranges the familiar, or as Noel Gray puts it, “it images unfamiliarity.”78 

 

Today the kaleidoscope is either associated with children and the juvenile, or psychedelic acid heads; 

drug addled and deeply unfashionable. Yet I maintain the kaleidoscope’s efficacy as both tool and 

metaphor for altered states. Groth notes that the kaleidoscope is “more than a transient revelatory 

pleasure, it becomes a tool to think with: one that inspires ever-widening referential patterns and 

imaginative speculation.”79 

 

The kaleidoscope is fascinating for its reassembly of fragments and shards into pattern, a process that 

mimics the human quest for meaning and resolution. Jane Bennett points out that in the 20th Century, 

complexity theory focussed on isomorphic resonances – so that, for example, clusters of neurons in the 

brain might be shown to have similar organisational principles as buildings in a city.80 This kind of 

isomorphism occurs between my writing, printing, and ceramics production, whether intentionally or 

not.  

 

                                                
75 Groth, Helen, “Kaleidoscopic Vision and literary invention in an ‘age of things’: David Brewster, Don Juan, and ‘a lady’s 
Kaleidoscope’.” ELH, Volume 74, Number 1, (2007): 229. 
 
76 Quoted in Taussig, What Colour is the Sacred? 71. 
 
77 Groth, “Kaleidoscopic Vision,” 219. 
 
78 Gray, Noel, “The Kaleidoscope: shake, rattle and roll.” Continuum: The Australian Journal of Media and Culture, Vol. 6, No. 2 
(1993): 101. 
 
79 Groth, “Kaleidoscopic Vision,” 232. 
 
80 Bennett, Vibrant Matter, 99-100. 
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Yet pattern is not always viewed through such a cosmic lens. Thoreau uses the kaleidoscope as a 

metaphor for fashion, disdaining “the childish and savage taste of men and women for new patterns” 

which keeps the majority “shaking and squinting through kaleidoscopes that they may discover the 

particular figure which this generation requires to-day.”81 Like colour, pattern is often denigrated in the 

system of Western aesthetics as being of a lesser order than representational form, what Le Corbusier 

derided as the “aesthetic of printed cloth.”82 Pattern is often given the same insulting epithets as colour: 

superficial, ‘merely’ decorative, etc... And yet pattern, particularly in cultures which don’t use a writing 

system, is often richly encoded with meaning. Moreover, pattern represents the point at which meaning 

slips in and out of representation and surface affect; an intensely liminal space, and often a space that is 

activated during the hallucinogenic experience. The Dionysiaca of the ancient Roman Nonnus is accused 

of baroque excess, the literary equivalent of superficial patterns, and yet, Roberto Calasso argues in his 

refiguring of Greek myth in The Marriage of Cadmus and Harmony, “it is precisely those endlessly and 

meaninglessly shifting colours that lie at the heart of the divine.”83 

 

In my own practice the kaleidoscope is a valuable trope for a number of reasons. First of all, like 

rainbow imagery, it has ineffable associations with the psychedelic counter-culture of the 1960s, a 

nostalgic reference I am more than happy to cultivate, for aesthetic and political reasons I have already 

outlined. Secondly, it makes use of the fragment, a practice that makes perfect sense in our era of 

recycling, both literally and culturally (Nicolas Bourriaud’s Postproduction: Culture As Screenplay: How Art 

Reprograms the World, (2002) is probably the widest read example of the latter tendency in the visual arts). 

In my own practice, I recycle ideas, quotes and imagery in text, print and clay. Often this material is 

literally fragmentary, a patchwork of references I am building up slowly via my own intuitive research 

methods. Imagery is purloined from a range of sources, and often combined in what might be called, in 

terminology appropriated from contemporary musical collages, a “mash-up.” 

 

Thirdly, in this meshing of fragments, patterns can be seen to form. In the writing, certain ideas might 

start to emerge in a chapter on a particular colour. Certain refrains might recur throughout the six 

chapters. And in the artwork, colours, symbols, and various obsessions recur, without premeditation. 

Once noted, however, they can be accentuated. 

 

                                                
81 Thoreau, Henry David, Walden, or Life in the Woods (New York: Dover Publications), 1995, 16. 
 
82 Batchelor, Chromophobia, 48. 
 
83 Calasso, Roberto, The Marriage of Cadmus and Harmony (London: Vintage), 1994, 331. 
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Lévi-Strauss uses the kaleidoscope-as-trope to describe “The Logic of Totemic Classifications,” in 

which, thanks to a metaphoric play of mirrors, “signs assume the status of things signified.” These 

patterns project “provisional” models of intelligibility because they are always contingent on the 

structure of the apparatus itself and the movement of the hand.84 Different societies will construct 

different patterns, and, though Lévi-Strauss was invoking the mirror figuratively, even the seemingly 

simple matter of reflection is literally culturally variable. The ancient Maya fashioned mosaic mirrors 

from hematite and pyrite, which would have cast vivid, colour-altering reflections of their viewers,85 

quite different to the objective, truth-telling surfaces we value in mirrors today. Martin Jay points out in 

Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth Century French Thought, that in the European baroque 

era (one that we characterise by its preponderance of pattern and colour) a typical mirror was not the 

flat reflecting apparatus so vital to the development of “rational” perspective, “but rather the 

anamorphic mirror, either concave or convex, that distorts the visual image.”86 

 

Kristeva’s discussion of Giotto’s use of colour becomes its own kind of kaleidoscope, breaking down 

the painter’s palette into a chemical formula of letters, A for red, B for blue, and C for yellow. Or 

perhaps Kristeva’s string of As and Bs is the rhyming scheme of a poem? At any rate, she calls the great 

painter’s palette a “multifaceted gem” which is “both conflictual and serial” creating an optical, and 

subsequent to Kristeva’s reading, a semiological, hall of mirrors.87 

 

Many artists, including Georges Seurat and Henri Matisse, have experimented with the laying side-by-

side of two different colours, which will mix optically, creating a third colour in the mind. This is 

scientifically known as creating “imaginary” or even “forbidden” colours.88 Similarly, by juxtaposing 

two or more pieces of text from different sources, new stories can be told, “such that old habits of 

mind can be jolted into new perceptions of the obvious.”89  

 

                                                
84 Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, 36-37. 
 
85 Houston, Veiled Brightness, 58. 
 
86 Jay, Martin, Downcast Eyes: the denigration of vision in twentieth-century French thought (Berkeley: University of California Press) 
1993, 48. 
 
87 Kristeva, “Giotto’s Joy,” 230-231. 
 
88 Billock, Vincent A., Brian H. Tsou, “Seeing Forbidden Colours.” Scientific American 302.2 (2010): 72-77. 
 
89 Taussig, Michael, The Nervous System (New York: Routledge), 1992, 45. 
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One of James Joyce’s innumerable coinages in Finnegans Wake is the “colloideorscope,” an instrument 

which collides the colloidal – particles submerged in a substance – with the Latin deo – God, and, of 

course, the scope of vision. It is, perhaps, shorthand for the entire book itself, which pulverises and re-

forms the English language (and many others), so that it becomes colloidal, dispersed and suspended 

in matter, and that this new way of apprehending the Logos approaches godhead. Certainly, Finnegans 

Wake mimics the breakdown of language that occurs in hallucinogenic states. Like the kaleidoscope, 

hallucinogenic patterns and visions are always in flux. While the quest for pattern and meaning may be 

a bogus superimposition on top of unrelated parts, the movement of the hand manipulating the 

apparatus which in turn manipulates the fragments, denies any notion of fixity. The surface shimmers 

and swirls; meanings pulsate and fluctuate. 

 
Tessa Laird, Post- Post- Poster, installation view, 2011. 

 

 



33 
 

 

 

 

 

Fictocriticism and Estranged Writing 

 

Writing and research are a pivotal part of my practice, constituting a body of work which parallels and 

complements, but doesn’t necessarily explain, my studio outcomes. As someone who writes about art 

as well as makes it,90 I was keen at the outset of this doctoral undertaking to make writing as significant 

as studio practice.  

 

Echoing the overall structure of my studio practice the writing was to take the form of six chapters, 

each one addressing a different colour in the spectral sequence. Enhancing the status of writing within 

the Doctorate of Fine Arts, I hoped to demonstrate that writing itself is an artform. This is a simple 

proposition – any poet or novelist will agree. Within the art world, however, writing about art is too 

often relegated to the position of explanation, put into its very own straightjacket of sense. Taussig calls 

this “Agribusiness writing,” which is a “mode of production that conceals the means of production, 

assuming writing as information to be set aside from writing that has poetry, humour, luck, sarcasm, leg 

pulling, the art of the storyteller, and subject becoming object.”91 Agribusiness writing “assumes 

explanation” and never stops to ask why one is required. Taussig, from his prestigious position as 

Columbia University Professor, writing in the esteemed organ Critical Inquiry, begs the simple question, 

“What is an explanation and how do you do one, and how weird is that?”92 

 

Taussig has been my model for evocative theoretical writing which draws on a range of disciplines: 

anthropology, literature, art, philosophy. Having already read his Shamanism, Colonialism and the Wild 

Man: A Study in Terror and Healing93 and My Cocaine Museum, the publication of What Colour is the Sacred? 

in 2009, the first year of my doctorate, was an exciting vindication of my colour research. As Chris 

                                                
90 After completing my Bachelor of Fine Arts in 1993, I spent the following years as an editor for Monica Reviews Art and 
LOG Illustrated, as well as publishing columns in the New Zealand Listener and New Zealand Herald. I regularly contribute 
essays to catalogues and monographs, as well as reviews to art publications in Australia and New Zealand. 
 
91 Taussig, Michael, “The Corn-Wolf: Writing Apotropaic Texts,” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 37, No. 1 (Autumn 2010), 29. 
 
92 Ibid, and how great is that? 
 
93 Taussig, Michael, Shamanism, Colonialism and the Wild Man: A Study in Terror and Healing (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press), 1986. 
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Kraus wrote in her collection of art criticism, Where Art Belongs, “In 2009, colour is smart, colour is 

power, colour is cool.”94 Certainly, it felt like the tide was turning and that colour was making a 

welcome return to the art world’s heart of darkness.  

 

Taussig’s book was more nuanced than Batchelor’s polemic which claims revulsion for colour in the 

“civilised” West. Taussig instead describes a powerful attraction-repulsion, as mutable and shifting as 

the vat of indigo that he eulogises in the text. But it wasn’t just the content of What Colour is the Sacred? 

that was instructive to my writing practice, but the form, which continued Taussig’s project of 

unravelling and “mastery of nonmastery.” Like Taussig, I want “to estrange writing itself, writing of any 

sort, and puzzle over the capacity of the imagination to be lifted through representational media, such 

as marks on a page, into other worlds.”95 In order to achieve this self-reflexivity, I have used a form 

which combines quotation with personal anecdote, literary criticism with poetic flourishes, theoretical 

propositions with narrative. Practitioners working similarly dub this form variously as “paranoid 

criticism” (Gwyn Porter) and “belletristic” (Chris Kraus). Recently I have found the term 

“Fictocriticism” a useful descriptor. 

 

Stephen Muecke, Professor of Writing at the University of New South Wales, a major proponent of 

Fictocriticism, notes that “When criticism is well-written, and fiction has more ideas than usual, the 

distinction between the two starts to break down.”96 This poses a “little crisis” for the straightjacket 

mentality which would like criticism to keep its distance from that which it describes, and fiction to stay 

imaginary, and ultimately, “politically irrelevant.” 

 

Owning the first person is a key strategy in Fictocriticism, “...for the challenge is not to express the 

opinion, but at the very least to explain where the opinion came from.”97 It is, however, difficult to 

resist the urge to divulge one’s entire life story, witness my very first words on the colour red involving 

my birth in Titirangi in 1971! As Thoreau explains at the beginning of Walden; or, Life in the Woods, “I 

should not talk so much about myself if there were anybody else whom I knew as well.”98 But Muecke 

                                                
94 Kraus, Chris, Where Art Belongs (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e)), 2011, 47. 
 
95 Taussig, Michael, Mimesis and Alterity: a particular history of the senses (New York: Routledge), 1993, 16. 
 
96 Muecke, Joe in the Andamans, 19. 
 
97 Ibid, 16. 
 
98 Thoreau, Walden, 1. 
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advises that “Autobiographies might be more interesting if they had something more ‘auto’ about 

them,”99 and contrasts these with a term he takes from the world of art: self-portraits, which are about 

“distortion and expression.”  

 

The permutation and play between figure and field in portraiture creates a useful metaphor; in writing 

about six different colours I have completed six different self-portraits, each with their own inherent 

figure-to-field relationship. As Kristeva says, colour condenses objectivity and subjectivity, and escapes 

censorship,100 while contemporary science proposes that colour exists only in the mind of the 

perceiver,101 arguing for the validity of a subjective approach, indeed, for a Fictocritical approach that 

condenses objectivity and subjectivity. 

 

In Japanese prints, Matisse’s Red Studio of 1911,102 and so much painting since, field is just as important 

as figure. In my Fictocritical text, “field” includes the colour literature I have consulted, my own 

experiences with specific art works, vignettes from my life, as well as political and spiritual manifestos, 

poetry and more, linked together by a web of connections. Interestingly, technology has caught up with 

the wandering, coincidence-courting minds of writers like Porter and her “paranoid criticism” so that, 

with the help of the almighty search engine, webs may be woven from hyperlinks by even the clumsiest 

amateurs. Paul Carter acknowledges the effect of this new style of research in this book Parrot, where 

merely entering a key word into a database lead to “a cosmos of inscrutable hearsay, anecdote, opinion 

– with nothing else in common than its susceptibility to recovery via the talismanic name ‘parrot’.”103 

He qualifies this heady immediacy by damning its eloquence as a collapse into noise and an 

omniscience “so superficial that it universalizes ignorance.” He even wonders if this is the “apocalypse 

of meaning of which the parrot has been warning ever since we caged it and, captivated by its mimicry, 

taught it to talk?”104 

                                                                                                                                                            
 
99 Muecke, Joe in the Andamans, 13. 
 
100 Kristeva, “Giotto’s Joy,” 219-220. 
 
101 “Electromagnetic radiation of different wavelengths exists in the environment; colour exists only in the mind.” Parker, 
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In spite of his flapping protestations, it’s clear that Carter and his psittacine friends enjoy their 

respective mindless processes, of key-word motivated research, and mimicry. I concur that I get my 

own feathers ruffled in vertiginous information ecstasy, a kind of join-the-dots bibliographic trek 

through hyperlinked fragments which always threatens to materialize into a concrete image, a 

meaningful idea, a bullet-proof manifesto, but which, perhaps thankfully, never resolves itself, never 

reaches a point of stasis or completion, but rather goads me further with more words, more links, more 

leads... 

 

And why should I want to write something concrete and imposing anyway? My aim is not to pen the 

verbal equivalent of the Acropolis, or any other ivory tower, but rather to express through writing 

modes of thought and feeling. Visualising concrete’s relationship to “civilisation” with writing as the 

mortar between the bricks of order, Muecke asks “What kind of story do you tell on the road if you 

don’t want to write like an imperial highway, on the road to further colonial expansion, where you 

engage in trade, slow down, get boring, lay out the plan for a town, create rectangles and climb into a 

coffin?”105 

 

The answer is, of course, “‘loiterature’ (the theorisation of digression, the interlude).”106 Los Angeles art 

writer and novelist Chris Kraus is a proponent of just such digressive literature. I Love Dick polarised 

the international art world, with its wild philosophising punctuated by uncomfortable disclosures. In 

this book, Kraus characterises an “exegesis” such as the one I am writing now as “the crazy person’s 

search for proof that they’re not crazy.”107 I don’t know if I Love Dick convinced anyone of Kraus’s 

sanity, but in 2008, after more than ten years of confounding and annoying the global art community 

with her weird mix of radical politics and self-pitying angst, not to mention her dodgy sex life, Kraus 

received the Frank Jewett Mather Award for Art Criticism, vindicating Fictocriticism and the 

unapologetic use of the first person.  

 

In a very different context, the celebrated Samoan novelist Albert Wendt once proclaimed, “Objectivity 

is for such uncommitted gods. My commitment won’t allow me to confine myself to such a narrow 
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vision.”108 Commitment is an interesting word, and it’s also used strategically by the Indian architect 

Vikramaditya Prakash, a native of Chandigarh who wrote a reappraisal of Le Corbusier’s relationship to 

that city. In Chandigarh’s Le Corbusier: The Struggle for Modernity in Postcolonial India, each chapter begins 

with a “gestural prologue” written in the first person. Prakash says this voice “represents my 

commitment to you, the reader,”109 while it gently undoes the monolythic myth-making of the 

architectural hero. 

 

Direct address of the reader can be disarming, can “estrange” writing. We don’t always expect, as 

readers, to be addressed, just as we don’t expect actors in films or on stage to meet our gaze. Taussig 

writes that in any scientific undertaking, “the procedure of contextualisation should be one that very 

consciously admits of our presence, our scrutinizing gaze, our social relationships and our enormously 

confused understandings of history and what is meant by history.”110 He goes on to clarify, lest we 

think that this is an opportunity, like Kraus, to talk about our dodgy sex lives, that: “This is not 

autobiography. This is not narcissistic self-indulgence. It is neither of these things because first it opens 

up to a science of mediations – neither Self nor Other but their mutual co-implicatedness.”  

 

Alphonso Lingis, who wrote a book called The First Person Singular,111 is unusual for his occasional and 

provocative use of the second person in writing, while Taussig goads his reader, “gently but firmly” as 

Muecke puts it, “on a journey whose signposts sometimes express feelings, sometimes ways of 

knowing.”112 Artist Peter Madden commented that while reading Taussig’s What Colour is the Sacred? he 

often felt that the author was sitting right beside him. It is this kind of “showing showing,” Taussig’s 

favourite epithet for the acknowledgement of the writer’s (sleight of) hand, that I hope to achieve in my 

colour writing. 

 

The Fictocritical approach seems particularly pertinent to a project on colour, that most subjective of 

entities. And, while I’m not the first writer to attempt to capture the colour of my experience in black 
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109 Prakash, Vikramaditya, Chandigarh’s Le Corbusier: The Struggle for Modernity in Postcolonial India (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press), 2002, 30. 
 
110 Taussig, The Nervous System, 45. 
 
111 Lingis, Alphonso, The First Person Singular (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press), 2007. In spite of the title, it 
is perhaps the most universal book by Lingis to date. As the Isha Upanishad decrees: “He alone sees, who sees all beings as 
himself.” Mookerjee, Ajit, Tantra Art: Its Philosophy and Physics (New Delhi: R. Kumar), 1983, 36. 
 
112 Muecke, Joe in the Andamans, 16. 
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and white text, I know that my version will be inherently different to anyone else’s, for as Derek Jarman 

put it in his poetic swansong Chroma, “Two colours are never the same.”113 Jarman wrote his paean to 

colour as he was losing his sight from AIDS-related complications. The circumstances of the book’s 

creation make it particularly poignant:  “I wrote this book in an absence of time. If I have overlooked 

something you hold precious – write it in the margin. (…) I had to write quickly as my right eye was put 

out in August … and then it was a run-in with that dark. I wrote the red on a hospital drip, and 

dedicate it to the doctors and nurses at Bart’s. Most of it was written at four in the morning, scrawled 

almost incoherently in the dark until sleep blissfully overtook me. I know that my colours are not yours. 

Two colours are never the same, even if they’re from the same tube.”114 

 

Like Jarman and like Alexander Theroux, who wrote two books of allusive, if a little frenzied, responses 

to individual colours, my responses to spectral hues involve reinterpreting and retelling stories gleaned 

via my own cultural search engine. By stitching together quotes I create a whole made of separate parts 

in which, like a kaleidoscope, meanings can shift with a little shaking. But while academic writing is 

geared towards harnessing quotes into an intelligible argument, Fictocriticism can often let quotes do 

the talking, making use of juxtaposition in the same way a collage artist assembles imagery. Like Walter 

Benjamin’s famous unfinished Arcades Project, the mosaic-like accumulation of quotations hints towards 

a bigger picture that never quite materialises, and perhaps it is this amorphous becoming that is 

precisely the point, leaving the door open to interpretation. 

 

Notes on notes, and quotes on quotes. Much of my practice is about reinscribing what has already been 

written, painted, printed or moulded, because in the retelling it becomes my story, and I take my place 

in a long line of storytellers. The chain of associations invoked by quotation is exemplified in academia 

by the bibliography, hence my interest in creating this list of references in three-dimensional form (see 

below). This list of scholarly citations is the academic equivalent of whakapapa, or genealogy, and 

provides the scholar with an academic turangawaewae, place to stand. Taussig acknowledges the wheels 

within wheels of anthropologists quoting each other quoting indigenous knowledge which in itself is 

passed down from time immemorial... “making the new old, the oft-said new, undermining mimesis 

itself, creating (as Benjamin would have it, in his addiction to quoting) new forms through doubling 

mimetic doubling...”115 By making myself a human mimeograph, I learn from the collective cultural 

pool, and add my own fingerprints. 
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Bibliography in the Expanded Field 

 

Within my studio practice I have first and foremost acknowledged the primacy of research. Rather than 

engaging in research which “informs” my practice, my practice is a direct homage to my research. It 

creates, in effect, a visual record of my research, whether that take the form of a screenprint of a book 

cover, or a ceramic copy of a book, or notes toward  an essay laboriously transcribed onto clay.  

 

I have called this practice “Bibliography in the Expanded Field.” While making a tongue-in-cheek 

reference to Rosalind Krauss’s seminal essay “Sculpture in the Expanded Field” (1978), this work 

comments on the increasingly ubiquitous role and perceived necessity of research in art practice. All 

fine art students, from undergraduate to doctoral level, are expected to visibly reflect theoretical 

research in their studio practice. As a lecturer in Contextual Studies at the Manukau School of Visual 

Arts, I saw first-hand how this expectation both inspires and confounds students. Many come to art 

school precisely in order to escape the primacy of the written word. They are horrified to find that 

regular reading and writing assignments are a requirement, alongside the research of making. Still 

others, however, blossom under these regulations, and often their studio practice undergoes positive 

transformation as a result of their visible engagement with theory. 

 

In the wider artistic field, the resurgence of conceptually-driven work has meant that textual research 

has become a mainstay of artistic practice, essential both in the creation of work, and in its reception. 

Many artworks, including my own, are more likely to resemble social studies projects than traditional 

paintings or sculptures, requiring consumption of large amounts of unappetising text by the viewer 

before they can hope to grasp the nature of the project.  

 

Nicolas Bourriaud begs the question in Relational Aesthetics, “how many conceptual hacks are there who 

laboriously ‘associate’, for their show in Montelimar, nougat production and unemployment figures? 

The mistake lies in thinking that the sense of an aesthetic fact lies solely in the context.”116 Works like 

these are less about visual affect and more about a pedagogical transmission of ideas, not to mention 
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the insertion of the artist themselves into an art historical canon of similarly conceptual practice. While 

I have sympathies with the political aims of conceptualism, both in its renunciation of art-as-

commodity and in its vaunting of the idea, I have begun to tire of its lack of visual affect. To this end I 

have tried to combine ideas and knowledge with visual pleasure, using colour in the first instance, as 

well as symbol, form, and pattern, to construct visual tributes to ideas and ways of living that are 

potentially transformative. These ideas are drawn from fields as various as environmental politics, 

mysticism, anthropology, and psychedelic theory, and their illustration is often as literal as the 

reproduction of a book cover, which operates as a visual mnemonic for the content therein. 

 

 

 

 

The Slippery Surfaces of Print 

 

One of the most satisfyingly direct ways to engage with the discourse of quotation in the visual realm 

is via the practice of printmaking. In concentrating on colour, I needed a medium that lent itself to a 

bright, bold visual language. As I have stated previously, I enjoy the slippage that occurs in the mis-

registration of screenprinting, and the fact that human touch and human error make each print unique. 

I also like the association of screenprinting with poster making, particularly the psychedelic posters of 

the late 1960s and the political posters of the same era. 

 

Ostensibly, what one creates in the print studio is a series of exact copies of an image. However, my 

interest in print was precisely its capabilities for uncanny difference, the slippage between copies which 

were not copies but new iterations of the same image. By mixing colours directly on the screen (a 

technique which is colloquially known as a “rainbow rollup” or “split fountain”), or leaving out stages 

in four-coloured processes; by printing additional layers on old prints, or allowing for splashes and 

dribbles, I was able to consciously create vast series of unique prints, what I like to call “original 

facsimiles.” 

 

Poster art implies accessibility beyond the confines of the gallery. Posters may be pasted up in public 

locations for all to see, or they may be cheap enough (or free) to enable dispersion beyond the usual 

parameters of art collections, ending up in the homes of the poor, as with Emory Douglas’s Black 

Panther Party productions. I grew up in houses in which posters, rather than original works of art, 

were a standard decorating tool, as well as a declaration of solidarity with causes. Many of my hand-
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screened “posters” are in fact facsimiles of book covers, intended to act as a kind of “advertisement” 

for the contents therein, as though merely by invoking a particular publication, the information 

contained within it is unleashed.  

 

In addition to silk screens, I have gone back to the simpler form of the lino-cut, which shares its basic 

technique with the ancient form of woodblock printing. Because it is a reduction printing process, 

using the same single plate to print in multiple colours, traces and flecks of former colours are always 

visible in the final print. I liken this to the radiant lines of, say, a Van Gogh painting, which are 

themselves representations of “life-force,” mauri or prana. These flecks and quirks are also analogous to 

the dust motes and scratches that build up on film stock that has been played many times, or the 

crackles and pops of a vinyl record. This “analogue” sensibility is part of the nostalgia that I willingly 

profess as both an aesthetic and political strategy (see “Nostalgia With Intent”). 

 

The word “advertisement” is implicitly bound up with capitalist dogma, yet this form of visual 

communication accounts for much of the source material I have consulted in my search for bold use of 

colour in printing effects, including Indian matchboxes, Chinese fireworks packaging, fruit box 

labelling, and other forms of printed ephemera, often from other cultures and eras. As with Taussig’s 

understanding of psychedelic posters as “anti-advertisements,” the strange visual concoctions I create 

in the form of old-fashioned injunctions to read this book or imbibe that elixir function in the same 

way, as an undoing of the form.  

 

In Mimesis and Alterity, Taussig presents a self-professed “idiosyncratic” reading of Walter Benjamin’s 

essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” (1936), suggesting that the “capacity 

of mimetic machines to pump out contact-sensuousity encased within the spectrality of a 

commoditized world is nothing less than the discovery of an optical unconscious, opening up new 

possibilities for exploring reality and providing means for changing culture and society along with those 

possibilities.”117 In other words, rather than lamenting the loss of aura of the original work of art that 

Benjamin saw as the necessary result of mechanical reproduction, there is opportunity for “restorative 

play” in the mimetic machinery. Certainly, “play” has been the guiding principle of my print making 

experiments, as I have yet to make a “professional” print run, rather, I have set up a situation in which 

                                                
117 Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity, 23. 
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mistakes are embraced and no two prints are the same, they are “copies that are both copies and not 

copies.”118 

 

My intention is for these prints and posters to be seen en masse, abutting and possibly even overlapping, 

creating a field of visual information that pulsates with energy, clashing colours and codes (fonts, styles, 

sentiments), that self-contradicts, inducing a visual and intellectual push-pull effect in the viewer. 

Taussig compares hallucinations to the visual art practices of collage and montage because they “come 

and go, they contradict one another, they are emotionally polarized” and create thus a mode “of 

revelation and concealment and of concealment through revelation.”119 I hope to “dazzle” my viewers, 

the same way a peacock dazzles a peahen by shaking his tail feathers, or ocelli, “little eyes.” This 

shimmering field of connections feels perpetually on the brink of revelation of some greater truth, but 

forcing focus, as with hallucination, merely disrupts the flow.  

                                                
118 Taussig, The Nervous System, 174-175. He is talking here of the famous story of the Cuna woman in childbirth, the 
Shaman, and Lévi-Strauss’s contested interpretation of events as “precisely where reproduction creates, as Derrida might 
have it, Being under erasure, copies that are both copies and not copies.” 
 
119 Taussig, Michael, Walter Benjamin’s Grave (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 2006, 140. 
 

Tessa Laird, Peacock Revolution, four-coloured unnumbered 

screenprint, 2011. This one is a “mistake” due to the 

double-printed and mis-registered purple, and therefore an 

original and a favourite. 
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Clay Tablets 

 

Following on from my MFA I have continued to use ceramics as a medium to give physical form to 

my ideas. As with printmaking, it has never been my intention to “master” ceramics, for both these 

fields are dominated by practitioners who promote a dogma of expertise. In such a guild-like 

environment, formal perfection is promoted over ideas, and, indeed, play. For myself, I only ever hope 

to “master nonmastery.”120 

 

But while my exploration of ceramics was more playful during my MFA, for my doctorate it has 

become somewhat programmatic. Setting myself the task of memorialising each book or essay in my 

slowly accreting bibliography, my ceramics practice has become its own system of learning by rote. In 

mimicking the tomes that I absorb verbally, I both commemorate them and belittle them. Turning 

something interactive into a clay slab that cannot be opened, have its pages turned, or be read, seems to 

negate its very purpose. 

 

In the introduction to Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus, the book-as-object is proposed. How 

surprised I was to realise that my ceramic books were literally bodies without organs! “As an 

assemblage, a book has only itself, in connection with other assemblages and in relation to other bodies 

without organs. We will never ask what a book means, as signified or signifier; we will not look for 

anything to understand in it. (...) A book exists only through the outside and on the outside. A book 

itself is a little machine...”121 

 

                                                
120 Lingis says something similar about orgasm, which can only occur when “one’s will actively participates in and wills this 
collapse of will.” Abuses, 17. Not an entirely random connection given these territories of immanence, hallucination and 
carnival. 
  
121 Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Minneapolis; London: University of 
Minnesota Press), 1987, 4. 
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My desire to reduce the book to a fetish object was corroborated by Walter Benjamin’s short essay, 

“Unpacking My Library: A Talk About Book Collecting” (1931), in which the bibliophile freely admits 

that the majority of books owned by collectors are never read, and that one would be a “philistine” to 

suppose otherwise. The true collector’s relationship to books is one “which does not emphasise their 

functional, utilitarian value – that is, their usefulness – but studies and loves them as the scene, the 

stage, of their fate.”122 My ceramic bibliography operates as a fond, if gently mocking, tribute to my 

collector friends, who habitually buy books without having the time or discipline to read them, yet 

somehow the mere presence on their shelves of this or that key text provides a sense of participation 

in an all-important discourse.  

 

Benjamin characterises a collection as a “magic encyclopedia,” one with occult properties, to which 

Taussig adds that because “the items in a collection gravitate into one’s hands by chance, a collection 

can be used as an instrument of divination.”123 Hence my intuitive approach to building a bibliography, 

in which I give myself up to chance as much as Burroughs and his colour walks, enjoying the patterns 

and coincidences that emerge from the shimmering field of discourse. 

 

I do not resist or admonish the fetish quality of the book, but rather “submit to its fetish powers, and 

attempt to channel them in revolutionary directions.”124 Taussig, echoing what he supposes to be 

Benjamin’s sentiments, are to “Get with it! Get in touch with the fetish!”125 

 

My clay bibliography frustrates would-be readers, yet might goad them to locate the real thing. In this 

sense, it operates as an advertisement. It is also a material reminder that the first written records were 

not on paper, but clay tablets.126 In taking the book back into the realm of rock and stone I am literally 

sedimenting Deleuze and Guattari’s image of the “strata of the book.”127  

                                                
122 Benjamin, Walter, “Unpacking My Library: A Talk About Book Collecting” in Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt (London: 
Fontana), 1992, 62. 
 
123 Taussig, Michael, Fieldwork Notebooks. 100 Notes - 100 Thoughts, No. 001. Documenta 13 (Kassel: Museum Fridericianum 
Veranstaltungs), 2011, 5. 
 
124 Taussig, Nervous System, 122. 
 
125 Ibid. A note of caution is sounded in a contemporary whodunnit, David Gordon’s The Serialist (New York: Simon & 
Schuster), 2010, 9. “When books become a fetish, only fetishists will still read books.” 
 
126 A further twist to this tale came when I was introduced to paper clay by the ceramist Bronwynne Cornish. Clay is 
strengthened with the addition of cellulose fibres, in this case from paper. In history, clay gave way to the page; recently 
technology has the page become clay. In my work, clay again becomes paper! 
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Clay possesses a gravitas that mimics and condenses the solidity of books, which, combustibility aside, 

resemble bricks. As bricks, they line the walls of the houses of collectors and savants, edifices against 

ignorance. Yet perhaps books-as-bricks also operate as edifices of disinformation, promulgating 

unfeeling categorisation, and building insurmountable walls? My clay books literalise the literary to the 

point of petrification, making ideas “concrete” but forever absurdly mute, like Marcel Broodthaers’ 

Pense-Bête, (1963), a book of his own poetry that the artist set in plaster. 

 

 

Tessa Laird, Unpacking my Library, ceramic, dimensions variable, 2009-2012.  

The two books in the foreground, Alphonso Lingis’s Abuses, and Michael Taussig’s Shamanism, Colonialism and the Wild Man: 

A Study in Terror and Healing, were both gifted to the authors when I met them at Michael Taussig’s Mini Triple A Symposium, 

High Falls, New York, 2011. 

 

                                                                                                                                                            
 
127 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 5. The rainbow is also strata. 
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A bibliography in clay possesses a certain wry humour, intensified by a slightly naïve, childish style of 

production. Ceramists may feel discomfort at my relegation of clay’s divine plasticity into flat slabs, 

which are then painted over to mimic the two dimensional surfaces of books. I very much enjoy the 

slippage between artistic languages, and the co-opting of the material of one (ceramics) into the 

language of another (essentially, painting). 

 

Lest my project of transcribing text into object appear too programmatic, rest assured there is plenty of 

room for play. As with screenprinting, if I don’t like the cover of a particular book, I redesign it. Some 

books even have multiple iterations. I’m attracted to Taussig’s characterisation of mimesis as a sort of 

“streaming metamorphicity rather than replication as with a photograph,” which, in the language of 

Frazer’s Golden Bough, “is magic of contagion and not of likeness.”128 

 

Some books remain faithful to their covers, although almost all of them feature my own version of the 

back covers. Rather than transcribing the jacket blurb I share my favourite quotes from the book with 

potential readers, eschewing promotional material for what I consider to be the heart of the matter. 

Here is proof that in most cases, I have read every word. Benjamin’s accusations of philistinism aside, 

I see this as an essential component of the labour which has hand-built the clay library; a labour of love 

which resonates with Barthes’s notion of the amateur. 

 

Granted, there is a fundamental contradiction in thinking about colour, hallucination, and political 

action via the book. All of my work, image and text, two-dimensional or three-dimensional, is 

mediated by the word: experience once, twice, thrice removed. And yet, there are glorious moments 

within this field of experience retold that unfurl like anemones in the mind. Aldous Huxley described 

the books in his study which glowed “like flowers” under the influence of hallucinogenic drugs. Books 

became gems: “Red books, like rubies; emerald books; books bound in white jade; books of agate, of 

aquamarine, of yellow topaz; lapis lazuli books whose colour was so intense, so intrinsically 

meaningful, that they seemed to be on the point of leaving the shelves to thrust themselves more 

insistently on my attention.”129 In Huxley’s universe, there is no inherent division between drugs, 

colour, and the printed word, rather, books, like drugs, are keys to unlocking the mind.130 

                                                
128 Taussig, Michael, Walter Benjamin’s Grave, 140. 
 
129 Huxley, Aldous, The Doors of Perception (London: Chatto & Windus) 1954, 115. 
 
130 This is corroborated by Benjamin in his writings on hashish. “The most passionate investigation of telepathic 
phenomena, for example, will not teach us half so much about reading (which is an eminently telepathic process) as the 
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Thievery and Orientalism 

 

Appropriation needn’t always be vampiric; it might serve as a method of resuscitation: old ideas and 

images will simply die if not given the kiss of life by a new generation. Taussig calls it “the mimetic 

faculty, the nature that uses culture to create second nature, the faculty to copy, imitate, make models, 

explore difference, yield into and become Other.”131 Taussig acknowledges that elsewhere, particularly 

the writings of James Frazer, the mimetic faculty would have been referred to as “sympathetic magic,” 

both terms I hope to manifest via practice. 

 

Placing a great deal of importance on personal touch, I make sure that all my reproductions are what I 

call “original facsimiles,” an oxymoron I coined to describe the way in which I utilise the imperfections 

of my hand to bestow character and claim territory. This laborious process of transcribing text and 

image creates a liminal space: the anonymous production of the scribe. And yet, I start to own what I 

have taken, whether through poor technique (wobbly lines, patchy colour), or strategically, adding and 

subtracting where I see fit, mixing and matching when it suits. 

 

Peter Lamborn Wilson describes Hermes the alchemical sage as just such a thief, noting that the Taoist 

Yellow Emperor’s Scripture of the Hidden Talisman characterises “mutual burglary” as the founding principle 

of the universe. “Earth, heaven and humanity all steal from each other. The clever thief (like a mouse in 

the granary) steals without seeming to steal; but the really great thief actually gives something in return, 

or redistributes, like Robin Hood or the heroes of The Water Margin.”132  

 

It is hard to say whether or not my brand of burglary is “mutual,” and what my reaction would be if it 

was. But in the spirit of redistribution, I enjoy giving my work away, as this seems to be a fulfilment of 

purpose, a karmic acknowledgement that it was not really mine in the first place.  

                                                                                                                                                            
profane illumination of reading will teach us about telepathic phenomena. And the most passionate investigation of hashish 
intoxication will not teach us half so much about thinking (which is eminently narcotic) as the profane illumination of 
thinking will teach us about hashish intoxication.” Benjamin, Walter. On Hashish. Translated by Howard Eiland et al. 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press), 2006, 133-134. 
131 Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity, xiii. 
 
132 Wilson, “Green Hermeticism,” 54. 
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Tessa Laird, Eighty Pages of Polychromatic Effulgence that makes the Rainbow look like a Lead Pipe, 2010. Approximately eighty three-

colour lino prints were given away for free at the opening of Eat, Sleep and Reproduce, August 11-14, 2010,  

Elam Project Space B431, with Tom Henry, Ulrika Jansson and Ashlin Raymond. 

 

Without entering into an extended discussion of exoticism, xenophilia, or fascination with “the other,” 

I acknowledge a lot of my inspiration and source material originates from cultures other than my own. 

But the goal is not to purloin treasured imagery; rather it is to lose oneself to the extent of 

transformation. Terence McKenna talks of a moment of dissolution in which “alienation will have 

ended because we will have become the alien.”133 I have, in the past, called myself an “Orientalist” for 

want of a better term for becoming-alien, aware of the word’s problematic history. Wilson vaunts the 

term, cautioning that “the baby of the Orient is being thrown out with the bath water of Orientalism.” 

To Wilson, a Sufi mystic who also goes by the name Hakim Bey, “A ‘mystic Orient’ has always existed, 

even – perhaps especially – in the Orient itself.”134 Better yet, to differentiate the genuinely mystical, 

liberatory Orientalism from the sort that attempts to classify or explain the East in Western 

terminology, Wilson uses the term “Orientalismo.” This baroque syncretism conflates the mystic East 

with other exoticisms such as the Brazillian literary movement Tropicalismo, convoluted Philipinno 

politics of Filibusterismo, and South-American hallucinogenic curing via Vegetalismo (all of these 

                                                
133 McKenna, Terence. New Maps of Hyperspace. http://deoxy.org/t_newmap.htm. Accessed March 21, 2011. 
 
134 Wilson, “Green Hermeticism,” 55. 
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delicious words require at least one exclamation mark afterwards, and preferably in front and upside 

down, as well). As Wilson himself says of syncretism, it “never mixes this and that merely for one to 

conquer or subdue the other. In syncretism mixture is erotic, a matter of mutual attraction.” 

 

 

Tessa Laird, Afrodisiac, three colour lino print, unnumbered, 2010 (an erotic mixture). 

 

More recently, Arun Saldanha, a young academic with a “fuzzy phenotype” (half Goan and half 

Belgian) studied the (mostly) white rave culture in Goa, tracing this techno-Orientalism via its 

beginnings in the hippie trail across India in the 1960s. Noting the various structures and rituals that 

emerge in the neo-colony of ravers, Saldanha warns that “an escape from whiteness can perversely 

reinforce it.” He doesn’t condemn the movement, however, continuing to see emancipatory 

possibilities in young white people’s emphatic embrace of otherness. He concludes, “Whiteness and 
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race need to be understood and proliferated in new ways, not abolished or denied.”135 This is, perhaps, 

what I am doing when I am immersing myself in other cultural production – simply proliferating my 

own whiteness. For whiteness has its own history of immersion in the other – and this Orientalismo, 

this psychedelic whiteness is, in fact, my whakapapa. 

 

 

 

 

Naming the Unnameable 

 

Early in 2006 I attended a Master Class with the iconic Buddhist abstract expressionist Max Gimblett. 

He asked me a question and I was dithering with my answer, trying to think of the right way to describe 

something. He bellowed at me in his characteristic fashion, “There are four stages in Hindu philosophy; 

it starts at the top, Silence, Mind, Word, and Naming. Don’t get stuck in Naming!”136 

 

I thought it apt that Gimblett accused me of this tendency, when unbeknownst to him, categorisations, 

taxonomies, and the labelling practices of museums, were my creative fodder. There was a certain push-

pull around naming, an attraction-repulsion that made it compulsively interesting to me, for as Taussig 

puts it, naming “not only petrifies but awakens life, no matter how spectral, in congealed things.”137 

 

In oral cultures, naming could be akin to a sacrament and proper names possessed so much power as 

to be unutterable in some instances. Colenso’s On the Colour Sense of the Maoris is a short treatise on the 

subtlety and variety of colour names, as well as the importance of naming in general to pre-contact 

Maori. After Europeans enter Te Ao Maori, Colenso notes “the incessant demand from them in the 

early days, on seeing any new thing, whether vegetable or animal, especially if living, of – ‘the name,’ 

‘the name?’”138 

 

                                                
135 Saldanha, Psychedelic White, 10. 
 
136 I remember it exactly because I was furiously taking notes. Gimblett himself had advised us students to do so, saying “I 
don’t respect memory – memory will trick you. Some of the stuff I’m going to say today you’ll never hear again in your life – 
for God’s sake, write it down!” 
 
137 Taussig, My Cocaine Museum, 277. 
 
138 Colenso, William, On the Colour-sense of the Maoris (Christchurch: Kiwi Publishers), (1881) 2001, 8. And as Paul Carter put it 
in Parrot, “Taxonomically speaking, Western science has divided in order to conquer. Other cultures have studied 
associations,” (my emphasis), 28. 
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I used to revel in the romantic appellations found on charts for paints and cosmetics, but the more I 

read about colour, the more I came to disdain these attempts to categorise raw sensation, as much as I 

despised the gridded white boundaries that locked these colours into so many jail cells. Yet in writing 

about colour, in pinning this “polymorphous substance” to my experience, am I not also attempting to 

“name the unnameable,” to classify, to categorise, to mummify? As Samuel Beckett once said of the 

ineffable, any attempt to “eff it” is doomed to fail.139 

 

David Batchelor’s Colour brings together quotes from many thinkers grappling with this problem of the 

relationship of language to colour. Johannes Itten writes rather dramatically that “the moment when 

thought, concept, formulation, touch upon colour, its spell is broken, and we hold in our hands a 

corpse.”140 Thierry de Duve’s prognosis is less dire, but he agrees that, “Even when it is adequately 

named, colour exceeds the word,”141 while Stephen Melville, in an essay called “Colour has not yet been 

named,” says that colour is “bottomlessly resistant to nomination.”142 

 

If colour can’t be named, and all attempts to describe it are fruitless, why write about it at all? In fact, 

however, it is the very impossibility of the undertaking that makes it so exquisite; the aesthetics of 

failure, while too broad to discuss here, are embedded in contemporary art practice, and embarking on 

projects that are flawed or otherwise unrealisable, is seen as a poetic, if not heroic, way to process the 

impossibly wide world. Beckett again: “I can’t go on, I’ll go on.”143 

 

My own relationship to text and “the word” is a long one. As a fine arts undergraduate, I found my 

abilities to write about art often exceeded my abilities to make it. This set me apart from my peers, and 

led to my becoming an art critic after graduation, while most of my peers became practicing artists. At 

first this allotment of roles didn’t disturb me; the art that interested me most was primarily about ideas, 

and writing offered a more direct means of engagement. Eventually, however, I missed the sensory affect 

of visual practice, and the sheer haptic satisfaction of making, which lead me to undertake post-

graduate fine art study. And yet the more visual practice I undertake, the more I realise that my 

experience is thoroughly grounded in the word. All my visual practice stems directly from my 

                                                
139 Beckett, Samuel, Watt (New York: Grove Press), 1959, 62. 
 
140 Itten, Johannes, “The Elements of Colour,” 1961, in Colour, ed. Batchelor, 141. 
 
141 De Duve, Thierry, “Colour and its Name,” 1984, in Ibid, 175. 
 
142 Melville, Stephen, “Colour has not yet been named,” 1993, in Ibid, 194. 
 
143 The closing words of his novel, The Unnamable (London: John Calder), 1959, 418. 
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relationship to research, reading, and writing. While I acknowledge that this is problematic, it is also 

poignant, as writing tests its boundaries, and text-based art tries to encourage new ways of seeing. 

 

While some visual artists and commentators might imagine that visual representations of experience are 

more pure and direct than verbal ones, many other artists and writers are aware that image and text are 

utterly, even gloriously entangled. Antonin Artaud rather improbably used punctuation to describe the 

world Van Gogh created on canvas, a world which is dazzlingly visual. According to Artaud, “Van 

Gogh is a painter because he re-collected nature, because, so to speak, he re-perspired it and made it 

sweat, because he made the secular crushing of elements, the frightful elementary pressure of 

apostrophes, streaks, commas, dashes squirt out over his canvasses in bunches, in, as it were, 

monumental sprays of colour, and we can no longer believe, after him, that the natural aspects of 

nature are not made up of these things.”144 Like Artaud’s version of Van Gogh who “writes” nature as 

much as he paints it, I cannot separate my perception and expression of lived experience from verbal 

language.145  

 

The Huichol Indians of Mexico proclaim “colours are words, and they are magical songs (...) colours 

are the voice, or the words of the gods.”146 In cognitive science the meshing of colour and language is 

known as synaesthesia, and is a recognised condition of a portion of society. Not only sight and 

language, but sound, taste, touch and smell, may be gloriously entangled in the world of the 

synaesthete.147 And so text creeps in to my visual practice, while I attempt to write in black and white 

about that thing called colour.  

 

                                                
144 Artaud, Antonin, "Van Gogh: The Man Suicided by Society," The Trembling Lamb (New York: Phoenix Bookshop), 1959, 
13. 
 
145 Martin Jay points out that sight and language both come into their own at the same moment in the emerging 
consciousness of the human infant, Downcast Eyes, 8. 
 
146 MacLean, Hope, “Sacred Colours and Shamanic Vision among the Huichol Indians of Mexico,” Journal of Anthropological 
Research Vol. 57, No. 3 (Autumn, 2001), 309. 
 
147 Faber Birren talks of “dermo-optics” which is the ability to experience colours as slippery, sticky, or rough, while 
blindfolded, (“Colour and Human Response,” 1978, quoted in Colour, ed. Batchelor, 156) while a documentary on 
synaesthetes finds a British publican for whom proper nouns have a definitive flavour (Derek Tastes of Earwax, dir. Aidan 
Laverty, Horizon Documentary, 2004). Even my mother sees numbers 1-9, and days of the week, in particular colours. 
Interestingly, musicians and composers seem more frequently to be synaesthetic than visual artists, and this is a favourite 
theme for writers on colour. Birren wrote: “Liszt is credited with several pet phrases. ‘More pink here.’ ‘This is too black.’ ‘I 
want it all azure.’ Beethoven called B minor the black key. Schubert likened E minor ‘unto a maiden robed in white and with 
a rose-red bow on her breast.’ To Rimsky-Korsakoff sunlight was C major, and F sharp was strawberry red.” Birren, Faber, 
Colour Psychology and Colour Therapy: A Factual Study of the Influence of Colour on Human Life, (New Hyde Park, New York: 
University Books), 1961, 163. 



53 
 

Taussig’s “second nature that we call culture” maps itself back onto nature and we can either be 

horrified by perceived impurity, or revel in the intensity of fractal recursions: language as kaleidoscope. 

Is it any wonder I was dithering in the Max Gimblett class? 

 

“The incapacity to name is a good symptom of disturbance.”148 

 

 

 

 

Figuring the Field 

 

A frustrating assumption I have encountered when discussing my colour research with others both in 

and outside of the art world, is that to fully understand or appreciate colour one must separate it from 

figuration. Abstraction, whether minimal and monochromatic, or gestural and expressive, is seen as the 

proper vehicle for colour exploration in its “purest” form. 

 

Taussig turns the tables on any assumption that representation traps colour, rather he talks of the folly 

of the abstractionists who try to “trap colour as an entity existing apart from the substance in which it 

inheres” and that “this thing” (ie colour) “proves inseparable from that which it is supposedly 

distinct.”149 Marshall Sahlins notes that colour in culture is a process of “relating, not of recognising,”150 

so that due to cultural conditioning, the colour red will be  associated with, for example, apples, 

cherries, and blood, regardless of the objects’ arbitrary significance to the shade. Quoting Mauss on 

sympathetic magic, Sahlins reminds us that “colour is chosen to establish a relationship between two 

things.”151 Sahlins’ cherries and blood remind me of Robert Motherwell’s contention that “The pure red 

of which certain abstractionists speak does not exist... Any red is rooted in blood, glass, wine, hunters’ 

caps and a thousand other concrete phenomena.”152 Motherwell, himself an abstractionist, thus speaks 

                                                
148 Barthes, Roland, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography (New York, Hill and Wang) 1981, 51. In other words, the fact 
that I was getting “stuck in naming” demonstrated I was only too keenly aware of its limitations. 
 
149 Taussig, What Colour is the Sacred? 149. 
 
150 Sahlins, Marshall, "Colours and Cultures," Culture in Practice: Selected Essays (New York: Zone Books), 2000, 149. 
 
151 Ibid. 
 
152 Ball, Bright Earth, 375-376. 
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for what Philip Ball terms “the ‘dirty’ side of the movement, for the sensualists rather than the 

transcendentalists.”153 

 

My disinterest in “clean” abstraction stems less from indifference toward transcendence, and more 

from the positive thrill I associate with immanence, with the embodiment of spirit in worldly, material 

things, as well as an active engagement with signs, symbols and stories. Sahlins characterises 

apperception as perception that has been transformed via “a mental operation, contingent on the 

present situation and past experience of the subject.”154 It is these very associations, this matrix of 

cultural-personal data-rich response to colour which I am interested in exploring via image and text. 

Colour is agentic, having an active role in this engaging-with rather than escaping-from.155  

 

In Chandigarh’s Le Corbusier, Prakash questions assumptions about the universality of abstract visual 

language in relation to the imperialist construction of that city by the famous modernist architect. 

Prakash asks, “Is abstraction a universal solvent, a magical structure, a supra-neutral aesthetic process 

that lies above and beyond all historical and geographical claim?” He answers this rhetorical question 

with a resounding no. “Abstraction is a concept, an epistemic claim, which has its own history and 

specificity. It is an aesthetic concept claiming that the higher truths of the world immediately visible to 

us lie ‘behind’ or ‘beyond’ that world, in another more fundamental and unitary place of being. As such, 

it is also a moral assertion, since it entails the claim that the abstracted representation of the world is 

better, purer, and closer to some ultimate underlying truth that unifies all differences.”156 

 

Prakash traces this disdain for the actual in preference for the ideal back to – where else? – Plato’s cave, 

and reminds us that in Judeo-Christian and Islamic theology, “abstraction is the fundamental nature of 

God, who is aniconic and unrepresentable.”157 Of course, my own predilection is for the approximately 

330 million gods of Hinduism. The difference between these two world views is illustrated in the 

municipality of Chandigarh itself, in which the modernist structures of Le Corbusier square off against 

Nek Chand’s folk art garden. Building figures of people and animals out of rubble from the razed pre-

Corbusier Chandigarh, Chand worked illegally and in private. When his secluded garden was eventually 

                                                
153 Ibid. 
 
154 Ibid, 152. 
 
155 “Transcendence: a specifically European disease.” Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 18. 
 
156 Prakash, Chandigarh’s Le Corbusier, 12. 
 
157 Ibid. 
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discovered, it became a cause célèbre, and local government gave Chand employees to realise his 

ambitions on a grander scale. It is now a tremendously popular site for tourism. Prakash describes the 

sensory overload of Chand’s sculptural fantasia: 

 

“One is drawn in to touch and caress, almost with a sense of disbelief, the countless broken pipes, 

bulbs, lavatories, chinaware, electrical fittings, fluorescent lamps, soda water caps, bangles, feathers, 

plain ordinary rocks, beer bottles, earthen pots, and the innumerable other objects of everyday life that 

have been cast into sculptures, doors, walls, floors, roofs, columns, and bridges of surreal beauty. Each 

court is unique, and they all twist and turn like intestines. As one moves from one court to the next, 

one completely loses orientation; yet, one wanders on, anticipating one surprise after another, 

delighting in the bizarre surrealism of the whole construction.”158  

 

In contrast, Le Corbusier’s Capitol “remains unvisited, save by architects on pilgrimage. Vast and 

abstract, daunting and puzzling, completely open yet spectacularly opaque to comprehension, the 

Capitol, compared to the bustling Rock Garden, has the appearance, in [William] Curtis’s memorable 

words, ‘of a colossal grave, and dignified ruin.’"159 Chand’s garden is joyously figurative, paying homage 

to nature’s diversity, while Le Corbusier’s abstraction seems only to conjure the tomb. 

 

 

 

 

Nostalgia With Intent 

 

Is nostalgia a problem? Retro aesthetics have been mainstreamed as a valid way to make new art, music 

and fashion for at least twenty years. But I have reservations about dealing in a visual language that 

harks back to an era I wasn’t alive to experience, namely the late 1960s, for too frequently when I see 

this era being re-assessed by other artists, and in other fields such as music or fashion, style seems to 

outweigh substance.160 

                                                
158 Ibid, 71. “Twisting and turning like intestines” contrasts with Baudrillard’s “radical omission” of bodily functions 
referred to earlier. 
 
159 Ibid. 
 
160 In Street fighting years: an autobiography of the sixties (London; New York: Verso, 2005) Tariq Ali says that nostalgia is 
“unproductive and distorted, reducing the sixties to lifestyle and ignoring the politics.”(6) I agree, but Ali has done the 
opposite: ignored the lifestyle and concentrated solely on the politics. I’m interested in their intersection. It’s worth noting 
here, that according to Ali, the “sixties” is actually the period from 1967-1975 (9). 
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Cribbing the styles of posters and publications of the late 1960s and early 1970s, I am practicing 

“nostalgia with intent.”161 In other words, I am utilising the visual triggers of a particular era as a kind of 

mnemonic for the urgent political imperatives of that time, in order to effect a reawakening of those 

same potent forces in this age of cynicism, ennui, and paralysing criticality.162 

 

“Nostalgia with intent” might be fruitfully linked to Gayatri Spivak’s notion of “strategic 

essentialism,”163 the subaltern’s knowing manipulation of representational clichés in order to effect 

political awareness which ultimately brings about change. Nostalgia and essentialism can both be traps; 

however, requiring a certain ironic distancing in order to maintain their utility, without descending into 

an uncritical embrace of outmoded thought patterns. Taussig noted that colour in particular “is full of 

kitsch traps”164 and he no doubt studiously avoided in his research for What Colour is the Sacred? the 

books on auras, chakras, colour healing and so forth that I happily dabbled in. Irony is part of the 

artist’s tool-kit, enabling a more speculative relationship with ideas. However, irony too can be a trap, 

encouraging a sense of noncommittal disengagement with the world, and disabling political motivation.  

 

A truly cautionary tale about the rainbow and its propensity for kitsch redeployment in culture fell into 

my lap in 2010. At the beginning of the year a Youtube videoclip depicting a double rainbow near 

Yosemite National Park in Northern California went “viral.” The man behind the camera, Paul 

Vasquez, a.k.a. hungrybear9562, shared his spiritual experience on viewing this natural phenomenon 

with the world. Shouting and whooping for joy, he exclaimed “It’s so intense!” and begged the question 

“What does it mean?” So overcome that he even started sobbing, Vasquez later claimed on a TV 

interview that the force of the colour “threw him to the ground.”165) 

                                                
161 Thanks to my supervisor Allan Smith for this pithy phrase! 
 
162 Interestingly, as I was writing this, the Occupy Wall Street movement began to flourish globally, indicating that I am not 
the only one who yearns for a return to dynamic anti-capitalist protest and a carnivalesque celebration of dissent. 
 
163 As popularised by Coco Fusco in English is Broken Here: notes on cultural fusion in the Americas (New York City: New Press), 
1995. 
 
164 Taussig, What Colour is the Sacred? 244. 
 
165 Lazar, Sheila. “Double Rainbows on YouTube: Exclusive Video Interview with Hungrybear9562” 
www.cbsnews.com/8301-504464_162-20009939-504464.html. Accessed March 21, 2011. He also called the rainbow “the 
eye of God.” Walter Benjamin said that  “Colour is the pure expression of Weltanschaung, the overcoming of the viewer.” 
“The Rainbow, A Dialogue on Fantasy” 1915, quoted in Caygill, The Colour of Experience, 12. Thoreau once had a similar 
experience but managed a more sober response. “Once it chanced that I stood in the very abutment of a rainbow’s arch, 
which filled the lower stratum of the atmosphere, tinging the grass and leaves around, and dazzling me as if I looked 
through coloured crystal. It was a lake of rainbow light, in which, for a short while, I lived like a dolphin. If it had lasted 
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The Double Rainbow clip became a hit for a number of reasons. People loved the fact that a grown 

man would laugh and sob himself silly over an everyday occurrence. Vasquez, it soon turned out, was 

an eminently photogenic genial giant, a huge Hispanic man with a perpetual grin and beads in his beard. 

Soon everyone wanted a piece of the action: he appeared on talk shows, his video got remixed in all 

kinds of ways, and his life story got “autotuned” into a song. Microsoft employed Vasquez to advertise 

a photographic application for the web, at which point many of his fans declared him a sell-out. Next, 

Vodafone brought Vasquez to New Zealand to film an ad to promote their “Double Back” deal, using 

various “double” images and the ever-effusive Vasquez and his on-tap “Whoas!” 

 

At first I numbered myself among Vasquez’s fans. In various on-line postings he declared himself a 

“Warrior of the Rainbow,” no doubt inspired by William Willoya’s and Vinson Brown’s Warriors of the 

Rainbow: Strange and Prophetic Dreams of the Indian People (1962). This book inspired the naming of the 

Greenpeace ship The Rainbow Warrior, which was bombed and sunk by French agents in the 

Auckland harbour in 1985 before she was to set sail for Mururoa Atoll. “You can’t sink a rainbow” 

became a New Zealand mantra and rainbow iconography flooded the local art world at the time. No 

longer utopian, the rainbow was now a symbol of embattled resistance: colour was political. 

 

But by 2010, apart from its role as an emblem for queer culture and different sexualities, the rainbow 

was mostly back in the nursery: tame eye-candy for tots. Vasquez reignited our imaginations as to the 

transformative power of colour. Unlike the original Greenpeace crew, Vasquez had every reason to 

quote Native American mythology, as he had married a Yosemite Indian, and had two children who 

were being brought up in the traditional ways.  

 

I finally read Willoya and Brown, but only after reading Lévi-Strauss on rainbow mythology in The Raw 

and the Cooked, as well as Mircea Eliade’s Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, Veiled Brightness, on 

Mayan imagery, and Ayahuasca Visions, on a particular branch of South American shamanism. I saw 

again and again that the rainbow traditionally had negative connotations in North, Central and South 

American mythology,166 while in Warriors of the Rainbow, it appeared as a “covenant” in concert with 

other images such as the dove; in other words, Judeo-Christian imagery dressed up in feathers and 

fringes for a New Age audience. 

                                                                                                                                                            
longer it might have tinged my employments and life.” Walden, 131. With that innocent image, Thoreau calls into being a 
New Age triumvirate of dolphins, rainbows and crystals. 
 
166 Given the traditional Native American associations of the rainbow with disease, it is fitting that Vasquez’s Double 
Rainbow video “went viral.” 
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Syncretism is a natural by-product of colonisation, and has many fascinating forms across the globe, 

including Maori Messianism, Rastafarianism, the Santo Daime church in Brazil which sees 

hallucinogenic Ayahuasca as the sacrament, and so on. It is not my place to judge the “authenticity” or 

perceived lack thereof in indigenous cultures that are responding to and refashioning, even detourning 

colonial mythologies to suit their own ends and power struggles. However, it is the simplicity of the 

Warriors of the Rainbow, and Vasquez’s self-perception as some kind of rainbow-clad pied piper, leading 

his “Rainbow Tribe” into a new era of consciousness, which disappoints me. His willingness to sell 

such a supposedly sacred message to major corporations for money and further notoriety, makes me 

suspect that he is just another Reality Television wannabe, and not a prophet.167 

 

The carnival of joy and eventually disgust and despair that Vasquez enacted on the Internet in 2010 

reminded me of the 1960s in microcosm, exemplifying Marx’s adage that history repeats, first as 

tragedy, then as farce. That Vasquez appears as an overgrown buffoon, espousing hippie values to a 

generation too young to know the depth or import of any of these ideas, saddens me as an example of 

rootless nostalgic kitsch. 

 

In The Devil and Commodity Fetishism, Taussig paraphrases Benjamin on melancholy as “the gaze that 

penetrates the images of the past, transforming them from dead objects into images vibrant with 

meaning for the revolutionary encounter with the present, the history of which would otherwise 

become a tool of the ruling class to mystify the victims of history. In every age, Benjamin asserted, the 

attempt has to be made to wrest tradition away from the conformism that is about to overpower it. 

Nothing could be further from the conservative nostalgia for the past.”168 While I see my project as far 

from melancholic, I certainly hope to transform dead objects into images vibrant with meaning for the 

revolutionary encounter with the present! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
167 After all, he did misspell prophet as profit on his blog. Did I mention he is running for President? 
 
168 Taussig, Michael, The Devil and Commodity Fetishism in South America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press), 
1980, 123. 
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Colour Me Toxic 

 

Bright colours are often used in images that represent the bounty of nature; yet most colours in our 

lived environment, whether they be fabrics, plastics, photographs or painted scenes, were created under 

toxic conditions.  

 

In order to make artworks utilising high-key colours, I gravitated towards screenprinting. New to this 

medium, I was shocked by the number of chemical substances required to make an image, and even 

less impressed that most of these chemicals were washed down the drain when cleaning up. Repeated 

questioning of staff only reassured me slightly – that chemical levels were tested within the university 

system, and that none of the waste flowed directly to the sea. Still, it felt awkwardly hypocritical, 

espousing green politics on the one hand, and flushing candy-coloured chemicals down the sink on the 

other. I developed a kind of grim pragmatism for dealing with these sludgy substances, the same kind I 

reserve for burning CO2 when flying or driving, as if my career was really more important than the 

planet. 

 

There are many moments in history where the lust for bright colours lead to sickness and even death. 

In the 1860s, arsenic-laced green wallpaper was responsible for many maladies,169 while in the same era, 

bright fabrics such as those dyed with the newly-synthesised fuschine caused rashes and other 

afflictions among wearers.170 

 

The chemical make-up of dyes didn’t always have negative effects, however. In Bright Earth, Ball notes 

that several coal-tar dyes revealed pharmaceutical properties: “Congo red was used to treat rheumatism 

and diphtheria; Acridine yellow, prontosil red and Gentian violet became anti-bacterial agents; and the 

                                                
169 Ball, Bright Earth, 174. 
 
170 Greenfield, Amy Butler, A Perfect Red: Empire, Espionage, and the Quest for the Colour of Desire (New York: Harper Collins), 
2005, 232-233. 
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flourescein dye mercurochrome was applied as a disinfectant.”171 The Manchester Guardian went so far as 

to say that “Whatever serves the modern dyemaker directly serves national health.”172 

 

Of course, nowhere is the toxicity of colour more poignant than in the diversification of dye companies 

into chemical warfare in World Wars I and II, something I give a great deal of attention to in my 

chapter on Orange. Suffice it to say here that, as I was working with bright colours, I was more than 

aware of their poisonous qualities, and though part of me revelled in this ambiguity, another part of me 

remained ill-equipped to justify a relationship with bright colour that is also ecologically unsound. 

 

Ball philosophically ascribes to colours all the attributes of contemporary living, “Out of bright purples 

and lustrous reds, shocking pinks and brilliant yellows, emerged all that is good and bad in this most 

mercurial of modern technologies: cures for devastating diseases, cheap and lightweight materials, 

mustard gas and Zyklon B, enough explosives to fuel two world wars and more, liquid crystals and 

ozone holes. The modern age, in other words.”173 Neither good nor evil, bright colours are just like us: 

modern and complicated. 

 

 

 

 

Rainbow’s End 

 

I started this project as a reaction, against Chromophobia as it was outlined by Batchelor, and 

exemplified by my own experience. I soon found, however, that manifesto-like polemics, while 

providing the short-term thrill of the impassioned protest march, only succeeded in drawing a simplistic 

argument of goodies and baddies: Le Corbusier and the whitewashed modernists in one corner, and in 

the other corner, the primitive, infantile, vulgar and queer, in short, “the rest.”  

 

In building this argument, I fell into the trap of being black and white about colour. Meanwhile, I 

found following the “straightjacket of the spectrum” helpful insofar as it provided a structure with 

which to order my thoughts and my making, but very soon this structure came unstuck. This, however, 

was part of the plan: I wanted to lose myself, in the fluid world of psychedelics, carnival and the politics 

                                                
171 Ball, Bright Earth, 251. 
 
172 Ibid. 
 
173 Ibid, 251-252. 
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of ecstasy. I wanted the aesthetics of the kaleidoscope to turn my practice, both visual and textual, into 

a shimmering field, where images, symbols, signs and ideas materialise, only to slip away before any 

conclusion is reached. 

 

In choosing to write six chapters on colour in a Fictocritical style, I opened myself and the reader to a 

more subjective relationship, and ultimately speculative encounter, with colour. I hoped that these texts 

would parallel, but not explain, my studio practice, adding another layer of complexity and density to an 

already ideas-rich field of outcomes. 

 

All of my work is a tribute to the primacy of the written word, and its interpretation via more text, as 

well as the printed image, and clay facsimiles of books. This text that you are reading adds another 

layer, Peter Lamborn Wilson’s “orgy of Interpretatio.” It is important to me, however, that the written 

word be taken beyond the black and white page, and imbued with colour, spread out over walls, 

dispersed, distributed, and, as with the clay books, transformed into three dimensions. This 

Bibliography in the Expanded Field advocates for a bookishness that is also in-the-world, which 

undergoes an engagement with materiality, and, like Huxley’s jewelled tomes, thrusts itself upon the 

viewer.  

 

The “problems” I have outlined in my thinking through practice are also my pleasures, the stuff which 

keeps me making: encounters with difference, grappling with textual limitations, pushing against the 

language of abstraction, the guilty pleasures of nostalgia, the sweet stickiness of toxicity. These 

problematic pleasures will continue to find form through my writing and making long after the 

completion of this degree.  

 

I prefer to regard this end point, not as a completion, but an accretion, and I am supported here by 

Caygill’s reading of Benjamin, whose “speculative philosophy at its strongest moments does not seek 

truth in completeness, but in the neglected detail and the small nuance.”174 There is no “pot of gold” at 

the end of this rainbow, but rather an invitation to continue following the arc right back to the 

beginning, to keep making the journey, just as the ouroboros eats its own tail in a continual cycle of 

renewal. To demonstrate that this is a journey that will never reach a definitive conclusion, Caygill ends 

his book on Benjamin with a note of optimism, and even leaves off the last full stop, I assume 

deliberately, as a way of leaving the text gloriously open. Therefore, I will borrow Caygill’s description 

of Benjamin’s philosophy, its “frangibility, as of a rainbow, which makes it an occasion for hope,” and 

that this is “only another way of saying ‘future’” 
                                                
174 Caygill, The Colour of Experience, 152. 
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Sheshnag’s Coloured Canopy: Images from the Exhibition 

 

George Fraser Gallery, University of Auckland 

Examination Date: April 20, 2012 

 

 

 

Unpacking My Library: Clay Tablets, 2009-2012, ceramic, dimensions variable (foreground), Scales of the 

Serpent, 2009-2012, screenprint and linoprint, dimensions variable (background). Photo: Caryline 

Boreham. 
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Scales of the Serpent, 2009-2012, screenprint and linoprint. Photo: Caryline Boreham. 

 

Scales of the Serpent, 2009-2012, (detail). Photo: Caryline Boreham. 

Following page: Scales of the Serpent, 2009-2012, (detail). Photo: Caryline Boreham. 
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Unpacking My Library: Clay Tablets, 2009-2012, (detail). Photo: Caryline Boreham. 

Unpacking My Library: Clay Tablets, 2009-2012, (detail). Photo: Caryline Boreham. 

Following Page: Unpacking My Library: Clay Tablets, 2009-2012, (detail). Photo: Caryline Boreham. 
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Poutama-Tandava, (cluster 1), 2011-2012, Ceramic, dimensions variable (approx. 50-60cm high). Photo: 

Caryline Boreham. 

Following page: Poutama-Tandava, (cluster 2), 2011-2012, Ceramic, dimensions variable (approx. 50-

60cm high). Photo: Caryline Boreham. 
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Poutama-Tandava, (solo), 2011-2012, Ceramic, dimensions variable (50cm high without table). Photo: 

Caryline Boreham. 

Following page: Poutama-Tandava, Installation view. Photo: Caryline Boreham. 
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We Don’t Talk Much About Colour Here, 2010-2012. Ceramic (paperclay), approx. 50 pieces, dimensions 

variable. Photo: Caryline Boreham. Detail following page. 
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Sample copies of Stories from the Spectrum, designed by Warren Olds, 2012.
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The Red Thread 

 

 

 

 

How to begin talking about colour, and not just any colour, but this excessively emotive colour? How to 

say something that hasn’t already been said, that doesn’t seem entirely self-evident? Who needs to hear 

about colour, any more than they need to hear about shoelaces or napkins or bedbugs? This substance 

is with us every day, inexplicable yet completely quotidian. What would happen if I attempted to 

articulate its ineffable qualities, its unfathomable meanings? Would it be a coloured abstraction, a 

mirror of society, a self-portrait?  

 

And where on earth to begin with red? In earth? The first colour on the spectrum is also the base 

chakra, the ancient Hindu “subtle system” of points on the spine which relate to different colours, 

moods, attributes and powers. Kundalini is a coiled serpent, dormant at the base of the spine. Once 

awakened, she travels through the seven centres, and human potential is fully realised. 

 

The red, root chakra, the Muladhara, resides at the base of the spine, and relates to issues of security and 

sexuality. Starting in red and slowly uncoiling ideas like the rainbow serpent that is Kundalini, I hope to 

achieve, if not enlightenment, then some sense of awakened attention and purpose. Following the 

rainbow template, which also corresponds to the trajectory of the chakras, I will explore the colours 

one at a time. Perhaps this sequential dance in six175 chapters will become the literary equivalent of that 

Orientalist cliché, the dance of the seven veils. I know this much already, that the East, its tropes, and 

the West’s use and abuse of those tropes, will weave in and out of these texts like the reedy sound of 

the nay flute, to which hips and cobras alike have swayed for millennia. Perhaps, as these “veils” are 

shed, I’ll reveal something of myself. Perhaps I will understand better the world around me. Or perhaps 

I will only reveal more layers, more obfuscations, more mysteries.  

 

*  

 

It used to amaze me that the light of our sun, clear and bright, when filtered through the flimsy layer of 

my eyelids became a rich scarlet, as though I’d just buried my face in ruby velvet. How was this 

possible? And then it dawned on my young mind that I was red inside! The whole of my interior was 

                                                
175 There are seven colours in Newton’s version of the spectrum but only six in contemporary science. I chose modernity 
over whimsy (shock!) and put Indigo into the Blue chapter. 
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coursing with this opulent substance, the recognition of which is perhaps the originary aesthetic 

awakening for every human being. From the dark womb our first encounter with light must be 

mediated by this, our eyelids, not to mention the bloody mucus we come wrapped in. Red, I realise, is 

about labour in all its guises. Birth and colour. I have a story to tell about this.  

 

When I was a girl I visited my father during school holidays. He owned some flat and desolate land 

outside of Dargaville. My father had visions of a bounteous organic orchard run by himself and a bevy 

of foreign women in various states of undress, but the reality was in fact very lonely. Often, I was the 

only other human he would see for months. The orchard was never large enough to become a going 

concern, though it produced far too much for one man to consume alone. He ruined his teeth eating 

fifty pieces of fruit a day.  

 

He was vegetarian but not an animal lover, grazing cattle on his property to make a few extra dollars 

even though most of these beasts were destined for the meatworks. Once he had a pregnant cow, and 

early one morning, helped deliver her calf. I was still asleep when he woke me up, full of excitement for 

me to see the unsteady new creature in the fresh morning dew.  

 

My father was a perennial morning person, while I was sceptical about anything to do with farming at 

any time of day. I was a city girl and a bookworm and hated having to muck in with gardening and 

chores, so I was less than joyous to be shaken out of sleep and into my gumboots in the chilly air, thin 

sunlight, and wet, tangled grass.  

 

I can’t remember if the calf was black and white or chocolatey, or even the Siamese buff of a Fresian. 

But I was absolutely transfixed by the afterbirth, steaming in a huge pile in the grass, as though aliens 

had just landed and left something utterly foreign on earth. It was translucent and opaque, gelatinous 

and covered in rainbow swirls and I swear there were colours I have never seen before or since. It was 

like looking into the eye of a nebula and I felt, right then, that this was divinity, what Hindus call 

darshan, looking into the eye of God. Like when the baby Krishna ate mud, and his mother made him 

spit it out, she looked into his mouth and saw the universe. Perhaps it is no accident that cows are 

sacred in India, or that Krishna is the cosmic cowherd.  

 

*  
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The first thing I did when commencing this colour study, was to stretch red hessian over an old 

noticeboard, and cover it with photographs of things red, mostly gleaned from the pages of the National 

Geographic, paramount sourcebook for white Orientalists like me.  

 

I had been obsessed with coloured hessian ever since I installed a pseudo-museum in the crumbling 

display cabinets of the University of Auckland’s Anthropology Department. These cabinets were fitted 

with pinboards, each stretched with a different hue of musty hessian, faded and patchy where 

photographs had lived for years before finally disintegrating. I remember brown hessian covering the 

wooden walls of my bedroom in the old Ponsonby villa we lived in when I was seven or eight. I loved 

our kitchen, which we had painted pumpkin yellow with chocolate trim. I remember pondering the 

vagaries of fashionable colours when, in the early 1980s, we painted another kitchen in another house 

pastel pink with grey trim. I felt we had lost something. I still do.  

 

But I got something back recently when my mother told me, as we were searching for hessian in all 

colours of the rainbow at Spotlight Fabrics, that I had been born into a room whose walls were covered 

with purple hessian, while my nursery was covered in orange hessian. Babies can’t see clearly on arrival, 

and colour vision is limited for some weeks, but just knowing the hessian had been there made sense to 

me. And here I was, making tiny art-portals into that sacred experience, the moment of birth, red, which 

sits between purple and orange on the spectrum.  

 

Red is for labour. I was born at home, in a very small house in Titirangi. My afterbirth was taken by the 

midwife for her rhubarb patch. I always loved the idea that the bloody package that had sustained me 

was transmuted into ruddy stalks of rhubarb. Maori have the same word for afterbirth as for land, 

whenua, for the two are indivisible; the place your whenua is buried is your whenua. Dust to dust. 

Everyone, it seems, was made from clay.176 

 

*  

 

In The Space Between177 Pakeha art historian Pound takes up the cause of Pakeha modernist painter 

Gordon Walters, defending him against charges of appropriation of Maori motifs levelled at him by 

                                                
176 “In the original hieratic language, the first human, the interpreter of all that exists and the giver of names to all corporal 
beings, is called Thoth. The Chaldeans, the Parthians, the Medes, and the Hebrews call this being Adam, which means 
‘virgin earth,’ and ‘blood red earth’ and ‘fiery red earth,’ and ‘fleshly earth.’” Lévi-Strauss, Claude, The Savage Mind (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press), 1966, 145. 
 
177 Pound, Francis, The Space Between: Pakeha use of Maori motifs in modernist New Zealand art (Auckland: Workshop Press), 1994. 
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Maori art historians. There is a passage in which Pound tries to discredit something Ngahuia Te 

Awekotuku said about Walters’ use of colour. Most famous for painting in black and white, Walters’ 

Mahuika is black and blue. Te Awekotuku rages at his ignorance, since Mahuika is the goddess of fire; 

these bruised colours seem to her an entirely inappropriate choice for the representation of heat.  

 

Pound asks, “must colour in art always have a naturalistic or an expressionist connotation? Are we then 

to assume, for instance, that the standard red ochre of the carvings in the Maori meeting house has 

some particular descriptive relation to the various personages those carvings represent, as if each were 

meant to represent a particularly ruddy complexion, or an especially sanguine or fiery temperament?”178  

 

Pound’s language makes my face redden; can a Polynesian even have a “ruddy” complexion? Sanguine 

temperaments were an invention of medieval European quackery, not rooted in the realities of the 

Pacific. To refute Te Awekotuku’s claim of a mismatch, Pound superimposes European terminology 

over Polynesian content. The Elam library’s copy of the book was heavily graffitied; an angry Maori 

reader kept pace with Pound throughout the book. Here, she or he paused long enough to scrawl, 

“This is a Eurocentric reading of red – red ochre, the blood of papatüänuku and its use on whakairo 

establishes connection – whakapapa/ tuanuku! You are an idiot!! Red is blood, that is whakapapa and 

the mana that flows from it.”  

 

*  

 

Alexander Theroux drops into the whirlwind of references in his essay Red that “The Maori have 

hundreds of words for the colour red.”179 I had never heard this, and doubted Theroux’s scholarship, 

particularly since in another passage he spelt pohutukawa “pahutukawa.”180 But, just in case, I started 

looking for anything relating to Maori and colour. I didn’t have to look far. William Colenso, the 

famous missionary, wrote a treatise in 1881 called On the Colour Sense of the Maoris, discussing the 

superior sense of vision of Maori at the time of European contact, able to discern Jupiter’s satellites 

without telescopic assistance.181 The white man introduced blue cloth, and Maori invented a range of 

                                                
178 Ibid, 108-109. 
 
179 Theroux, Alexander, The Primary Colours: Three Essays (London: Paparmac), 1994, 163. 
 
180 Ibid, 245. 
 
181 This was also noted by Charles Darwin in his Beagle voyage regarding the indigenous people of Tierra del Fuego. 
Michael Taussig problematises this assumption of visual acuity in "natives" by linking it to other essentialist 
characterisations, in Mimesis and Alterity: a particular history of the senses (New York: Routledge), 1993, 81. 
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terms for its many subtle shades. Colenso laments that Pakeha encouraged Maori to use only one word 

to cover this gamut of blues: the clumsy transliteration pimru.182 But it is about the colour red that 

Colenso has the most to say.  

 

“In nature around them, they saw plenty of a red colour, – in the rainbow, and in the gorgeous hues of 

the clouds at sunset; in some of their birds, – as in the red beaks and feet of the pigeon, the oyster-

catcher, and the blue swamp-hen, and in the red features of the large parrot, and on the heads of the 

two species of parakeet; in their fish, – as the red gurnard, the snapper, and the crayfish; in many of 

their seaweeds; and in the flowers and small fruits of several trees and shrubs.”183  

 

Colenso notes that red is tapu, sacred, and that the uses of red ochre are subsequently limited to chiefly 

adornment, important houses (including kumara storehouses), gateways and war canoes. Maori 

reddened their korero in ways both metaphoric and specific; red colours crept into their faces as well as 

their words. When this happened, sharp-eyed, sharp-tongued old Maori “very quickly detected the 

alteration in the colour of the face and of the eyes, arising from bashfulness, apprehensiveness, or 

shame, or from concealed vexation or open anger; and not unfrequently plainly told the actor or 

sufferer of it! to his, or her, further vexation and discomfiture.”184 Perhaps Pound’s “ruddy” and 

“sanguine” weren’t off the mark, after all. 

 

The appendix to Colenso’s slim volume is the mother lode for hunters of red. Here is proof that Maori 

did indeed have hundreds of words for red (well, at least 83). They run the gamut from pure, clear, 

strong and brilliant (Tino kowhero, Tino whero rawa, anana!) to lighter, but fair reds (Kowherowhero,Wheronga-

parakaraka); from the fainter (Maa-whero, E iti ana tona whero, Ahua whakawhero noa iho) to dark red, red-

brown (Whero-pakaka, Whero-tangi-kee). He ends with faded red (Whero haamaa, Wherowhero tupapaku) and 

ugly, disagreeable red colours (Whero kino, Whero marutuna). 

 

This intricate, joyous differentiation has been standardised to plain old whero, while the “standard red 

ochre” that Pound referred to does indeed the cover the majority of Maori whakairo. It’s called 

Museum Red, an unforgiving housepaint somewhere in the spectrum between bricks and fake blood. 

At some point in our fledgling history, museum staff saw fit to cover every carving with this deadening 

concoction, regardless of its original hue. For such a prevalent practice and well-known term (at least in 
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art and museum circles) there is surprisingly little written about Museum Red. I have heard anecdotal 

stories that it was instituted in order to preserve, to standardise, even to spruce-up for an impending 

Royal visit. But no one seems to know for sure just how the practice got started, and if it was a Maori 

or Pakeha innovation.  

 

These days the redwash of Museum Red is being stripped off carvings to reveal that some of them are 

beautifully polychromatic, like the meeting house Hotunui, which stands in the Auckland War Memorial 

Museum. And yet, truth remains, red ochre was standard for most Maori carvings, and Museum Red, 

crude as it now seems, was the contemporary, durable update for the natural pigment that most 

resembles blood. For wharenui, carved houses, are living ancestors, built of blood.  

 

D.H. Lawrence writes of Ancient Etruscan diviners, to whom “the blood was the red and shining 

stream of consciousness itself.”185 Antony Gormley, like the Etruscans and the Maori, has a mystical 

approach to the red stuff. Gormley is a British sculptor who won the Turner Prize in 1994 for one of 

his famous Field formations. He has made them since 1991 and continues to do so, or rather, employs 

people to make them for him. The first version was made by an extended family of brick makers from 

Cholula, Mexico. Each maker is given a hunk of clay, and instructions to fashion a simple human figure 

that will fit comfortably in the hand. The figures don’t have limbs or features, other than two eyes 

scratched into their lumpy faces. Each figure is unique, but they are made to stand en masse, gazing at 

the viewer, like hoards of Lilliputians; the souls of the dead, or of the unborn.  

 

Gormley uses clay that would otherwise be turned into bricks. So in a way Field is a liberation of 

formless matter that would have been cut into blocks and used to build walls, that symbol of 

construction that also erases traces of humanity and our connection to that earth which we cut the clay 

from, in blocks, like slabs of whale meat, which can fill a whole bay with blood. 

 

*  

 

In Ka: Stories of the Mind and Gods of India, Roberto Calasso’s retelling of the mythologies of Ancient 

India, the children of the creator God labour to create meaning, by  building a giant bird out of bricks. 

“Brick, they said: citi. Bricks in layers. But what is citi? It’s cit, which means ‘to think intensely.’ Every 

brick, baked and squared, was a thought. Its consistence was the consistency of their attention. Every 

thought had the outline of a brick. It wouldn’t disappear, wouldn’t let itself be swallowed up in the 

mind’s vortex. Rather it became something you could lean on. Something you could place a next 
                                                
185 Lawrence, D. H., Etruscan Places (London: William Heinemann), 1932, 98. 
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thought on – and slowly, crisscrossed with joints, a wall was raised. That was the mind, that was the 

body: the one and the other rebuilt, with wings outspread.”186 

 

Gormley has long planned a giant man made out of bricks, although I’m not sure if this colossus would 

be a statue, or a habitable building. I find it interesting that this rectangular module could ape the form 

of its creator. New Zealand potter Peter Lange has made everything from bricks; teapots, garden seats, 

tents, a lylo, and even a functional boat. Someone told me at a dinner party that Peter had quipped: if 

the boat floats, it will be called craft, but if it sinks, it will be called art.  

 

Lange is the brother of the late David Lange, New Zealand’s enormously popular Labour Prime 

Minister from 1984-1989. Red is for Labour, and back then the Labour logo was the letter L made 

from three red bricks on a white ground. My mother once baked a rather hopeful “Labour” cake on 

election night, with white icing and red L laid out in glacé cherries. Labour didn’t win that time but 

there was much jubilation when Lange took the next election. We were just as ecstatic when he won the 

Oxford Union Debate against nuclear proliferation. We were so in love with Labour’s foreign policies, 

we were practically blind to their neo-liberal fiscal policies, and that they were selling off state-owned 

assets left, right and centre, destroying local industries, including home grown ceramics. Up until then, 

New Zealand had been a potter’s paradise. Lange the potter watched Lange the politician try to control 

the juggernaut unleashed by his own cabinet but it was too late. In 2011, Labour campaigned with 

bright red billboards to “Stop Asset Sales,” but the country didn’t care, voting instead for a blue-clad 

banker, as the world’s financial markets collapsed around his smug grin. 

 

*  

 

Gormley says “I am very keen on the colour – the redness of the clay being something to do with the 

iron in the earth, which is also the iron in our blood, which somehow makes a connection between 

flesh and planet. That connection is very important. Field suggests that the earth holds the memory of 

our ancestors and also the promise of the unborn. It has a life, a memory and a conscience.”187  

 

Conscience is an interesting proposition in relation to Gormley’s work. Of course, since Warhol 

harnessed the beautiful freaks of New York to screenprint his blood red Campbell’s soup cans in the 

artist’s studio he dubbed The Factory, no one has really had problems with artists paying others to 
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make their work for them. But when echoes of imperial power politics come into play, it’s another 

story. The brickmakers of Cholula remain anonymous, while Gormley receives an OBE. With growing 

awareness of sweatshop labour, the Asian Field Gormley orchestrated in China in 2003 featured 

photographs of all the makers at the entrance to the exhibition, their names, and samples of their work. 

But if Field was really collective, makers might be free to do as they saw fit with the clay. As it is, 

individuation is kept to a minimum, and Gormley’s name still takes top billing. 

 

I attended a Das Kapital reading group with the artist Ralph Paine. Working slowly through Marx’s brick 

of a book, bound in revolutionary red, I came across this, and thought of Gormley’s Mexican brick-

making family, or his more recent, record-breaking Field created with Asian labour:  

 

A classic example of over-work, of hard and unsuitable labour, and of its brutalizing effects on the worker from his 

childhood upwards, is afforded not only by coal-mining and mining in general, but also by tile and brick making, in which 

industry the recently invented machinery is, in England, used only here and there. Between May and September the work 

lasts from 5 in the morning till 8 in the evening, and where the drying is done in the open air, it often lasts from 4 in the 

morning till 9 in the evening. Work from 5 in the morning till 7 in the evening is considered ‘reduced’ and ‘moderate’. 

Boys and girls of 6 and even 4 years of age are employed. They work for the same number of hours as the adults, often 

longer. The work is hard and the summer heat increases the exhaustion. In a brickfield at Moxley, for example, a young 

woman (24 years old) was in the habit of making 2,000 bricks a day, with the assistance of two little girls who carried 

the clay for her and stacked the bricks. Every day these girls carried 10 tons up the slippery sides of the clay pits, from a 

depth of 30 feet, and then for a distance of 210 feet.188  

 

It’s easy to read such tales of woe in the past tense, and takes mental discipline to transpose these 

horrid scenarios onto the sweatshops and ateliers of today. In attempting to unravel the mysteries of 

Persian carpets, Brian Murphy stumbles across this scene, in his book The Root of Wild Madder:  

 

In a small workshop, two brothers, ages seven and ten, worked on a loom. The pattern they were following – a classic 

Herati – came from a scrap of paper torn from a magazine. A clock on the wall loudly ticked each passing second like a 

musician’s metronome. The boys were tying and cutting the knots at about the same tempo.  

 

Their boss, Abdulmanon, kept watch. The wool was factory spun and chemically dyed. ‘So?’ He shrugged. ‘You really 

think anyone cares? This is a business, not a museum. We need to make money.’189 

                                                
188 Marx, Karl, Capital: a critique of political economy (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books; New Left Review), 1976, 593. 
 
189 Murphy, Brian, The Root of Wild Madder: Chasing the History, Mystery, and Lore of the Persian Carpet (New York, Simon & 
Schuster), 2005, 38. 
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Abdulmanon assumes the Westerner is more disturbed by chemically dyed wool than poor labour 

practices. Abdulmanon rails against Western purists who prize authenticity above pragmatism, purists 

who may be partially responsible for the child labour that produces these handwoven masterpieces, 

stained, naturally or unnaturally, in blood red. But perhaps I am using my own bleeding heart to 

interpret this scene, to pass judgement on what appears to be exploitation. Maybe I don’t understand 

this world, its prayer or its labour, its blood or its carpets. One of the carpet sellers asks:  

 

“Time is something man created to bring order. Am I right? We are the ones who long ago sliced it up 

into hours, minutes, days. Are these pieces the same length for all? Yes, that is true, you could answer. 

But think again. It is not true at all. Is an hour praying the same as digging a ditch? Is an hour making a 

carpet the same as an hour making bricks?”190  

 

*  

 

In Aotearoa, we have no history of carpet-making, though Maori are consummate weavers. But we do 

have our own madder-red, velvet plush pile which erupts around the coasts of the North Island at the 

close of each year. The pohutukawa, also known by the far less exciting “New Zealand Christmas 

Tree,” is our answer to Europe’s holly and ivy, to California’s poinsettias, that burst of red in 

December like a choir in crescendo. Indeed, I think, in a rush of red to the head in the daze of summer 

sun, that our pohutukawa are equal to all the carpets of the Middle East!  

 

Efforts to save this native tree from the predations of imported Australian possums have been dubbed 

Project Crimson, yet pohutukawa flowers range from burgundy to blood, from rust to salmon to 

scarlet... no two trees are the same. In rugs died with madder this is known as abrash, and the abrash of 

pohutukawa has thrilled me with the impossible task of description. To give each shade, each variation 

a name! Clearly all 83 Maori words for red have a pertinent function.  

 

The name pohutukawa doesn’t refer to the flowers, but to the bursts of salty spray that are the tree’s 

favoured environs – where land meets sea. Pohutukawa honey, as you might imagine, has a salty tang. 

There are many sacred pohutukawa throughout the country, the most famous standing at Cape Reinga, 

where souls of the dead depart this world. This tree is known as Te Pua o te Reinga – the flowers of spirit’s 
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flight, and the proverbial Maori saying that “He has slid down the pohutukawa tree” means “He is 

dead.”191  

 

*  

 

In the Middle East, red is not just woven into carpets, but painstakingly painted into miniatures. In My 

Name is Red, Orhan Pamuk tells a bloody story of murder among Ottoman miniaturists. The story 

unfolds from multiple perspectives and viewpoints – even the colour red becomes the narrator of its 

own story, enumerating the occasions it has appeared in miniatures throughout Ottoman history:  

 

I embellished Ushak carpets, wall ornamentation, the combs of fighting cocks, pomegranates, the fruits of fabled lands, the 

mouth of Satan, the subtle accent lines within picture borders, the curled embroidery on tents, flowers barely visible to the 

naked eye for the artist’s own pleasure, blouses worn by stunning women with outstretched necks watching the street 

through open shutters, the sour-cherry eyes of bird statues made of sugar, the stockings of shepherds, the dawns described in 

legends and the corpses and wounds of thousands, nay, tens of thousands of lovers, warriors and shahs.192  

 

Having established its importance, Red attempts to define its own essence: “I’m fiery. I’m strong. I 

know men take notice of me and that I cannot be resisted. (…) Wherever I’m spread, I see eyes shine, 

passions increase, eyebrows rise and heartbeats quicken. Behold how wonderful it is to live! Behold 

how wonderful to see. Behold: Living is seeing. I am everywhere. Life begins with and returns to 

me.”193  

 

Red then goes on to explain the laborious process by which it was created, from crushed dried beetles 

and other exotic substances, to the anticipation it felt sitting quietly, maturing in the pan for days. The 

chapter ends with two blind miniaturists debating the nature of this colour.  

 

“If we touched it with the tip of a finger, it would feel like something between iron and copper. If we 

took it into our palm, it would burn. If we tasted it, it would be full-bodied, like salted meat. If we took 

it between our lips, it would fill our mouths. If we smelled it, it’d have the scent of a horse. If it were a 

flower, it would smell like a daisy, not a red rose.”194  
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Master miniaturists disdained the Venetian method of using a variety of red tones. So much for abrash; 

in miniature paintings, red must be celebrated in all its purity. “Besides, we believe only in one red.”195 

This is an example of what William Burroughs called the One God Universe or OGU, which is, I think, 

the same logic that had Frank Stella celebrating paint straight out of the can. Allah be praised, purism 

turns up in the strangest of places.  

 

*  

 

New Zealand artist Daniel Malone, currently based in Poland, has had a long love affair with bricks, 

which began when he spent six months studying Mandarin in Beijing’s University of Language and 

Culture. Malone tells us in his essay “Welcome to the Bricks,” how surprised he was when he looked 

back at the photos he had been taking as memoirs of Beijing, and realised that they were all of piles of 

bricks.  

 

“While it may not have been a recognisably prescribed way of looking at China I none-the-less 

recognised a look unconsciously informed by something particularly North American. Specifically U.S. 

Contemporary Art of the 1960s. Andre’s bricks, Judd’s boxes, LeWitt’s combinations, Smithson’s sites, 

Morris’s processes. What!? Minimalism?! Had I become afflicted by that insidious contemporary (art) 

disease causing fetishistic attraction towards dumb objects stacked or deployed in multiple. Did I buy a 

camera for something so inane?”196  

 

Malone’s interest in tagging leads him to transcribe a character spraypainted around Beijing building 

sites – only to find that it simply means “demolish”. Malone the iconoclast decides he will make his 

own bricks – with this symbol stamped into the dark red surface of each weighty block.  

 

“This is the character that makes up the logo/s of the bricks I’ve made. Objects with there [sic] own 

inherent return to earth built into them. I’d long before joked to my old friend Martin Poppelwell, the 

artist and ceramicist who assisted me in making these bricks, that the only ceramics I’d ever make 

would be bricks. When I thought of bricks I always thought of using them to throw through a window, 

to knock down a wall, before I thought of using them to build a wall.”  

                                                                                                                                                            
 
195 Pamuk, My Name is Red, 188. 
 
196 Malone, Daniel, “Welcome To the Bricks,” Window, University of Auckland, 2006, 
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*  

 

Daniel Malone and Ralph Paine collaborated on a show involving canvases stretched from felt and 

denim, the working man’s fabric. The felt was a reference to Joseph Beuys, but is also ubiquitous in 

Warsaw, according to Malone. What surprised me, on seeing that dark-grey felt close up, was how 

multicoloured it was. There were threads of all kinds compressed into a dense morass, but most of all, 

there was a red thread that leapt out of the matted grey. Paine referred to this “red thread” 

metaphorically as well, a kind of revolutionary undercurrent that had the two of them rewrite the 

opening line of the US Constitution as “We, the artists... The quote marks remain open deliberately as 

this is a history still to be written. If Beuys is the patron saint of the exhibition Make History Poverty 

(2009), then this document is not exclusive, for Beuys once said that everyone was an artist. Therefore a 

constitution needs to be written which includes everyone: workers, artists, worker artists...  

 

*  

 

A lot of artists are working with the idea of labour today. The Mexico-based Santiago Sierra pays day 

labourers minimum wage to perform distressingly menial tasks – crawling around and shining shoes at 

an exhibition opening, sitting inside a cardboard box for hours on end. Most notoriously, he tattooed 

lines on the backs of desperate workers and drug addicted prostitutes in Havana, Cuba. Sierra deflects 

accusations of exploitation by pointing out the invisibility of the conditions he makes visible with his 

uncomfortable works. 

 

In a more utopian gesture, the Puerto-Rican artist Beatriz Munoz consulted with local factory workers, 

and negotiated for their suggested group activities to be built into the schedule. Games and 

competitions became part of the working day, as well as this beautiful idea: workers took a unilateral 

break to watch the sunrise together outside the factory; pink, like the faintest whiff of socialism.  

 

*  

 

Gormley discovered that the ancient Chinese had been creating works like Field long before he 

employed them to. “When I was in China working on Field I was taken to a holy site near Baya’tun in 

Gansu province, caves that had been visited by pilgrims from the earliest times to the present. At the 

deepest part of the cave, I was invited to put my hand into a hole where I felt this muddy clay. Then I 

was told to squeeze and remove the lump I had formed and place it upon a natural rock shelf where 
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there were millions of these impressions that other visitors had made over the years. I hadn’t seen that 

anywhere before and it was absolutely like Field – uncanny.”197  

 

*  

 

Where does the Chinese love for red come from? Surely it predates Communism? But what a double 

happy coincidence that the colour of Permanent Revolution (which sounds like a lipstick brand) is also 

the colour of luck and prosperity and hongbao, red envelopes that are filled with money and exchanged 

on important occasions, such as the birth of the new year! 

 

This red of Red China winds around the globe, an Asiatic red thread which crosses the Bering Straight, 

and binds the Red Man of North America with the Bloody Aztec and the Amazonian Indian, through 

Polynesia, from Hawaiians in red feather capes on their islands of red lava, to the Museum Red carvings 

of the Maori, and, on the other side of the Pacific, the Rising Sun of Japan. Red appears again and again 

in George Catlin’s portraits of Native Americans from over fifty tribes; smeared across the shoulders of 

a Pawnee warrior, or in the reddened mohawk of an Iowa medicine man, or the red feathers in the 

headdress of a young Ojibbeway chief; in the red turban and red feathered choker of a Choctaw, and 

across the red-painted jaw of the Chief of the Blood Tribe. His free brushstrokes are unusual for the 

1830s, when he was ploughing through these portraits, as if in a race against time. 

 

Further South, Aztecs introduced an abattoir-like efficiency and scale to the practice of human 

sacrifice.198 But human blood wasn’t the only red fluid that washed the stone monuments of the great 

city of Tenochtitlan. The Aztecs had developed the then richest red dye in the world – cochineal. The 

dye, made from crushing the scale insects which colonise the Nopal or Prickly Pear cactus, became just 

another in the long list of items of Spanish plunder. Indeed, “Cortés had a taste for rich scarlet 

trappings: he had directed the last siege of Tenochtitlan from a tent with a crimson canopy, and a 1529 

inventory reveals him as the proud possessor of a doublet with scarlet velvet sleeves, a coverlet made 

with scarlet and olive-coloured cloth, and various garments decorated with scarlet facings and 

embroidery.”199  
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Still further south, the Indians of the Amazon daub themselves in red pastes and wear the red plumage 

of the birds that fill their forests. Claude Lévi-Strauss recounts their cosmologies and finds motifs, 

figures and creatures, repeating throughout the continent: 

 

…there is the emphasis on the colour of the dwarfs: they are red or dressed in red. We find mentions of a colour specific to 

dwarfs in various places within a vast territory, extending from eastern Bolivia and central Brazil all the way to Canada. 

For the Tacana, the Idsetti-deha, dwarfs of the underworld, have red hair. Some of them are given the task of holding up 

the world, which would collapse if their hair turned white. We saw that the Yagua give this same cosmic role to two Sloths 

born from menstrual blood, which associates them too with the colour red. In the cosmology of the Tapirape of the 

Araguaya Basin there are Thunder creatures, the Topu; they are hairy dwarfs, whose headdresses are made from the 

feathers of the red parrots who fly in the sky in stormy weather. The Topu pelt Indians in the stomach with red flowers 

that burn like flaming arrows. In the Orinoco delta, a Warrau myth, close to the Poronominare myth, presents demons 

who have a red spot instead of an anus and climb down trees head first. According to the Arawak of Guiana, if one digs 

deep into the earth, one reaches a world inhabited by red-haired dwarfs.200  

 

He wonders at this particular emphasis on the colour red, and offers this, that Sophora secundiflora seeds 

– once consumed in the Southwest of North America as a peyote substitute – colour the vision red.201 

Imagine that – like seeing through your bloody eyelids!  

 

*  

 

Yuk King Tan painted our town red, or rather, she laboriously bound objects in red brocade thread, or 

dipped them in layer upon layer of red wax. It was the early 1990s, when Auckland was just beginning 

to wake up to the fact that we were part of the Asia-Pacific. New Zealand Chinese artists, such as Tan 

and Denise Kum, were employing the signifiers of the culture they had grown up with, and it was an 

exciting moment for the rest of us, a kind of mix of the exotic with a dawning familiarity. In the 

intervening years, Auckland has become an Asian, particularly a Chinese, city; these tropes are no 

longer strange to the Pakeha majority.  

 

In the early 90s, though, there was a sense of novelty about Asian immigrants and their accoutrements, 

and no one was more alive to these cultural shifts than New Zealanders of Asian descent, who felt both 

vindicated and side-lined by the influx. Barriers in language and experience overrode similarities in 
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appearance – common ground could only be found via symbolic language and gesture. For Tan, the 

colour red was the most redolent connection with her Chinese heritage; it was also the most abstract. 

Using red brocade thread, she meticulously bound objects gleaned from the toolbox and the sewing kit.  

 

In 1992 the Auckland Art Gallery had purchased the old telephone exchange on Wellesley Street, but 

before reconstruction began, enterprising third year Elam sculpture students commandeered the 

building for an exhibition. Tan’s red threads wound their way through passages, like Theseus’s ball of 

string in the Minotaur’s Labyrinth, to a pair of scissors, or reel of cotton, or hammer, mummified and 

pinioned to the wall.  

 

Three years later in the same building, which was now officially The New Gallery, Tan was 

commissioned to present a work in the large street-front window. She sent out a call to the art 

community for objects which she would transform and display. Individuals could reclaim their objects, 

if they could recognise them.  

 

I donated two pieces that had sentimental value: a plastic pair of Mickey Mouse ears I had worn at my 

graduation parade instead of my mortarboard, and a white plastic telephone receiver which I had 

dubbed my “telling bone” after the hapless wizard Catweazel. When I dropped them off Tan’s studio 

was a mass of red – a cauldron of wax was engulfing fans, masks, books, glasses, coating them in a 

uniform red, not unlike the Museum Red which turned all the indigenous carvings of Aotearoa into 

redcoats. But Tan was giving each object a long, white wick, so that they could be hung from white 

painted nails; like sacrificial victims, or candles waiting to be burned, waiting to melt down, like so 

many of her later, pyromaniac, fire-cracker-filled artworks.  

 

Eventually, the whole work was assembled in the New Gallery’s arched window, and given the title The 

New Temple – I give so that you give, I give so that you may go and stay away. It became much bigger than a work 

that outed Auckland’s latent Chineseness; it was not about daubing objects in communist red, nor was 

it a giant good luck charm. Tan was demonstrating our social interconnectivity, like any good relational 

artist, but she was also talking about the mutability of things. Her blood red cauldron was quite literally 

a melting pot, in which our individual identities were subsumed by the blood red that binds us all. Still 

clinging to ideas of personal property, I returned to the artist’s studio after packdown, only to find my 

treasures long gone. I had to suffice with leftovers – a knitted toy with floppy ears; a small seated 

Buddha; a comb; a picture frame; and a necklace of beads, forever frozen into a dripping red loop. 

With this collection I was able to make a portable mini-shrine. Other people have kept their trophies 

too, and display or store them as a memory of a moment in which we were all participating in 
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something. We weren’t sure what, exactly, but it had to do with the way we choose objects to represent 

ourselves, the way we imbue these objects with power; Marx’s commodity fetishism, and Mauss’s 

ritualised exchange. It had to do with blood, and connection, and divinity, and colour. And that colour 

was red.  

 

*  

 

If red is the beginning of coloured experience, does it have an end? Like a Chinese knot made of red 

brocade cord, which weaves in and out, is there one red thread that weaves through all our experience, 

like Paine’s red thread, that takes us somewhere, that leads us, inexorably, on? Perhaps, like the Chinese 

knot, red just turns us in on ourselves, because that flashiest of colours is also what colours our 

interiors; politics aside, we are all red on the inside. Like Dorothy clicking her ruby slippers at the end 

of The Wizard of Oz, it’s the colour that takes us home. 
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A Tiger’s Leap Into History 

 

 

 

 

One of my favourite artworks exists only as a story for me – and now for you too. I never saw the 

performance Ramarama, and it’s highly unlikely that you did, unless you happened to be driving along a 

particular stretch of State Highway One, North Island, NZ, on this particular day. Neither have I seen 

its documentation Spaghetti Dharma, which played briefly at the Hamish McKay Gallery in Wellington, 

until the original VHS was sold to Saatchis, never to be seen again. The year was 1999, Daniel Malone 

was the artist, and he donned orange roadworker overalls, and walked along the median strip of SH1, 

from Bombay to Ramarama, a distance of six kilometres. Filming his feet pounding the earth, brushing 

through wildflowers in his fl(u)orescent overalls, Malone chanted the name of his destination over and 

over. 

 

Ramarama in Maori means “to gleam” and is the name of a native shrub with glossy leaves. Rama can 

mean anything from torch, to enlightenment, and Tuhoe activist Taame Iti chose this name for his 

group of indigenous militants, who became victims of so-called “anti-terror” raids in 2007. But Rama is 

also a Hindu king: seventh avatar of Vishnu, the key figure in Diwali, festival of lights, and ramarama is a 

chant that Vaishnavites, including orange-clad Hare Krishnas, use to ward off evils and increase their 

spiritual cachet.  

 

For the artist Daniel Malone, ethnicity has always already been a Kabbalistic code, made to be cracked 

and twisted so that the modular parts rearrange themselves like the coloured crystals in a kaleidoscope 

– each turn of the hand produces a different reading. The coincidence of having a township south of 

Auckland named Bombay, residue of British Empire, near a township named Ramarama by tangata 

whenua, first peoples, was too good for Malone to pass up. Not to mention his penchant for getting 

into workingman’s clothes202 and above all, the lure of breaking the law for art (previous examples too 

numerous to catalogue here).  

 

The saddhu is a Hindu religious mendicant who undertakes vast pilgrimages across the countryside, 

smeared in ashes, perhaps prostrating himself ritually, piercing or cutting himself, tying heavy objects to 

his penis, etc… Malone has tried all of these, at one time or another, in the name of performance art, 

                                                
202 Malone once performed in the fatigues bleus he brought back from Paris in his youthful homage to Baudelaire and 
Benjamin, Les Fleurs du Malone, in Albert Park, Auckland, circa 1993. 
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demonstrating a certain disregard for pain and discomfort. But neither are Malone’s works simply acts 

of endurance – each gathers a network of conceptual threads together via the artist’s body, action, 

objects, and language. Like most of Malone’s works, Ramarama is built on puns, those verbal quirks that 

both prove and refute intelligent design. Spaghetti Dharma augments these coincidences in nomenclature 

with a layer of the artist’s arcane meanderings, his brain its own spaghetti junction. Dharma is the life 

path we choose, and Malone chose State Highway One. Spaghetti in the cultural and especially filmic 

context stands for b-grade, schlock (the sound generic spaghetti makes when it slides, soft and orange, 

out of the can). Malone’s spiritual quest is like a TV dinner for the soul, too goofball to be truly 

meaningful. But at the same time, danger, illegality, and duration make it more than just a bad pun. 

Walking away from Empire, Malone walked towards the light, Ramarama, in Enlightenment orange.  

 

*  

 

Spaghetti Dharma marries two opposing sides of the colour orange. The first is Eastern spirituality; 

orange-robed Buddhist monks throughout South East Asia; the orange attire of Hare Krishnas, 

followers of Rajneesh, or of Ananda Marga meditation, not to mention the orange saddhus wear when 

they’re not “sky-clad” (naked). And the strings of orange marigolds threaded into elaborate chandeliers 

dangling blindingly in the Hindu temples of India, or worn as garlands for the living and the dead. I saw 

a sacred white cow eating a marigold garland gleaned from a pile of trash on the burning ghats of 

Varanassi. Perhaps it had been the last worldly decoration of a corpse. The cow ate the orange string 

the way a human sucks up a long strand of spaghetti, staining the chin and producing a slurping noise.  

 

The flipside of the colour orange is its co-optation by global construction companies and in particular, 

road construction and traffic control. This is a very different kind of orange. There is less yellow in it, 

it’s somehow simultaneously brighter and colder. In Cabinet magazine’s column on colours, Tim Griffin 

writes that this colour of nuclear power plants and biohazards was created “to oppose nature,” and that 

this synthetic reality “becomes culture’s new heart of darkness.”203 

 

Safety Orange is always plastic and uniform, unlike the enfolded oranges of India, that palimpsest 

where thousands of years of daubings have left a surface that’s magically cracked and scarred. Diana 

Vreeland purportedly said that pink is the navy blue of India.204 In that case, orange must be its grey. 

And whereas in the West we have grey roads and grey skies and grey skyscrapers, India is terracotta, is 

                                                
203 Griffin, Tim. “Colours: Safety Orange,” Cabinet, Issue 7, Summer 2002, 19. 
 
204 Quoted in Jarman, Derek, Chroma: A Book of Colour, June ‘93 (London: Century), 1994, 129. 
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chai, is Mango Frooti, is Kashmiri apricots, is marigold petals raining down from the sky from 

foreboding black helicopters on Republic Day, is Rajasthani dust and sand, is curry, masala, sticky 

orange jalebis and golden brown gulab jamuns, mango barfi and carrot halwa, henna stained hair, feet, 

beards of the faithful who have visited Mecca, tiger skins, the Palace of the Four Winds, the faces of 

medieval dogs, marigold garlands, saris, turbans, and one third of the flag.205 

 

Road cones, unlike India, are always the same fluorescent shade of orange. Cones can be scuffed or 

faded, bent, dented or ringed in silver reflective tape, but they are always loud and seemingly forever 

multiplying. Every time I leave my home I encounter more of these cones and road dividers in new 

places where they weren’t before. Auckland looks as though an orange dragon is bristling under the 

city’s surface, each cone a spine on its arching back. 

 

I want to say something outrageous, contentious, that’s been brewing for some time, but here it is: I 

hate construction. Perhaps this is an odd statement for an artist, for aren’t we all involved in construction? 

Isn’t this piece of writing just another edifice, like those fashioned of terracotta bricks, only, instead of 

baked slabs of clay, word is placed upon word? And yet I find myself heartsick every time I walk past a 

construction site, convinced that whatever is going up will be uglier than what just came down. 

 

In the US, roadside construction-sites bear the legend: END CONSTRUCTION when you reach the 

site’s conclusion. I like to read the signs in the imperative rather than the declarative. For what is 

“construction” other than destruction dressed up in orange plastic?  

 

The Austrian artist Friedensreich Hundertwasser argued that the only harmonious form of construction 

would require that whatever was displaced by the new building would find a home on the roof – trees 

and shrubs merely elevated, not destroyed. But Hundertwasser is a laughing stock among architects. 

Untrained, his style is something of a poor-man’s Gaudi, hopelessly hippie. On the other hand, 

architects seem to universally worship Le Corbusier. Nowhere is the ability of white to wash away the 

sins of excess made more apparent than in Le Corbusier’s manifesto-like article “The Law of Ripolin: A 

Coat of Whitewash,” (1925) in which modern civilisation with its medley of “damasks and patterned 

wall-papers”206 is to blame for the dissolution of morality. Whitewash, on the other hand, is “honest 

                                                
205 India, it seems, brings out the Alexander Theroux in everyone. After wading through his books The Primary Colours (1994) 
and The Secondary Colours (1996) – long lists of impressions with very little substance and no referencing at all – I find myself 
writing in exactly the same way!  
 
206 Le Corbusier quoted in Colour, edited by David Batchelor (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press), 2008, 82. 
 



95 
 

and dependable,”207 is the “eye of truth.” Ripolin is the brand name of Le Corb’s favourite white paint, 

and he is serious when he uses the term “law.” As far as he is concerned, you are only “master” of your 

house (and, the implication is, of yourself) if you’ve received orders to whitewash it; “every citizen is 

required.”208  

 

Contrast this with Hundertwasser’s “Mouldiness Manifesto Against Rationalism in Architecture” (1958) 

in which the apartment-house tenant is given the freedom to paint the exterior of his dwelling pink if 

so desired, “so that from far away, from the street, everyone can see: there lives a man who 

distinguishes himself from his neighbours, the pent-up livestock!”209  

 

*  

 

Construction and destruction are opposite sides of the same coin – the dual nature of God or whatever 

name you have for the universe. This is particularly well exemplified by Shiva in his Nataraja aspect – 

the cosmic dancer. Poised within a flaming circle, dreadlocks flying, his foot pounding the dwarf of 

ignorance into submission, Shiva sets the wheels of creation into motion – but he does this by 

destroying the weary universe in this tandava, dance of death. 

 

Nietzsche might be describing Shiva when he talks of “an entirely reckless and amoral artist-god who 

wants to experience, whether he is building or destroying, in the good and in the bad, his own joy and 

glory – one who, creating worlds, frees himself from the distress of fullness and overfullness and from the 

affliction of the contradictions compressed in his soul."210 Or is it Le Corbusier, the architect-god, who is 

invoked, who in his misapprehension of Greek ruins liberates them from all their intended colour and 

detail, their Bollywood-style bustle and overfullness? I find myself, when thinking about flaming orange 

cones girding colourless constructions, of wanting to draw a line in the sand, between the organic joy of 

Hundertwasser and the rigid monotonies of Le Corbusier and his legacy. But perhaps it is lines 

themselves that are the problem? The artist Yves Klein thought so, writing in his 1954 manifesto “The 

War” that line is jealous of colour, and that line introduces the unforgivable sin of figuration into 

painting, of writing and the tedious impulse to explain. But Klein feeds off this duality, declaring 

                                                
207 Ibid, 83. 
 
208 Ibid, 82. 
 
209 Hundertwasser, Friedensreich, “Mouldiness Manifesto Against Rationalism in Architecture,” 1958, 
www.hundertwasser.at/english/texts/philo_verschimmelungsmanifest.php. Accessed December 10, 2011. 
 
210 Nietzsche, Friedrich, The Birth of Tragedy (New York: Random House), 1967, 22. 
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passionately “That there should exist a history of art, just as history of peoples, simply requires that 

there should be a war! War is necessary, and is necessarily followed by peace, and peace by war again, 

and war again by peace – Duality – Duel – Contrast – Opposition – Progression and Evolution...”211 So 

Klein is both colourist and warmonger. Not such an unusual position, as we shall see. 

 

* 

 

The fact that my home city is always under construction, that things are never finished and always 

changing, spells out the Buddhist gem of impermanence, anicca in the ancient Pali. I sat achingly 

through a ten-day silent retreat of Vipassana meditation that Daniel Malone recommended me a year 

after he performed Spaghetti Dharma, while tape recordings of Mr. Goenka (who sounded like Bela 

Lugosi) entreated us meditators to “remain avaire”. Goenka-ji also intoned an ancient Pali song, 

repeating the word anicca, reminding us that the only constant is change. 

 

I set myself a mental discipline to hate construction sites a little less by thinking of them as illustrations 

of this fundamental Buddhist teaching. If only I could persuade myself to see the orange road cones as 

contemporary updates on Buddhist stupas. I have been looking for a way to spiritualise Auckland city 

ever since I returned from a quick trip to India in 1995. Of course Ngati Whatua, tangata whenua of 

this city, see each of Auckland’s 53 volcanic cones as sacred sites, but for a Pakeha like me, a cold, 

lonely wind whistles through these mountains. In India, I was overwhelmed, hopelessly defeated by the 

press of humanity. Back at home, I felt like a mis-assigned Olympian god, resplendent in clean, clear 

air, with my magical powers of education, air travel, appliances and medicines. But it was lonely up 

here, the light was too bright, there was too much space, and there were yawning gulfs between me and 

all the other ignorant gods carrying on in eerie silence. I missed the roadside shrines, the offerings, the 

garlands. I missed all the animals, cows and parakeets, boars, dogs and vultures, taking part in city life. I 

missed cow-dung slapped on the sides of buildings, hung out to dry for fuel. I even missed the splashes 

of betel nut spittle all over the pavements, the vomit and the shit, traces of living, inscribed and re-

inscribed, hundreds, thousands, and millions of lives, lives upon lives, like the most ancient and 

magnificent coral reef but built of humanity. India the palimpsest.  

 

Bell-shaped stupas are said to reference burial mounds, or sacred phalli, or the mother’s breast. Hollow, 

they contain prayers, and there are thousands, if not millions of stupas throughout the world, small and 

large, the most famous examples being at the Borobudur temple in Indonesia. And here in the West 

                                                
211 In Colour After Klein: re-thinking colour in modern and contemporary art, edited by Jane Alison (London: Barbican Art Gallery: 
Black Dog Publishing), 2005, 160. 
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our contemporary vistas are dotted with cone shapes in that most Buddhist of colours, orange, intoning 

the same piece of wisdom, reminding us that change is inevitable and letting go the only way to achieve 

peace.  

 

*  

 

The artist Tiffany Singh has been trying to spiritualise Auckland City ever since returning from three 

years in India. Growing up in white, suburban New Zealand, India for her was a homecoming of sorts, 

and since her return to Auckland she has cast hundreds of gods in coloured beeswax, creating shrines 

all over the city, sprinkling rice, spices, and colours in an effort to stave off crushingly dull secularity. 

Together we commissioned the local Thai Buddhist Association to build us a spirit house. Like 

elaborate bird feeding stations, spirit houses are found all over Thailand, propitiating all manner of 

spirits with offerings of fruit, flowers and incense.  

 

A local Thai carpenter worked in his living room for weeks before we picked up our spirit house at the 

monastery. A couple of monks gave us their blessing and also a name: Wihaan. It was Tiffany who 

decided Wihaan was female, while she and her partner spent weeks painting every delicate wooden 

curlicue postbox red. Perhaps this was like a red rag to a bull because when we placed her in the 

Strelizia nicolai grove in Albert Park, it wasn’t long before someone tipped her up and tried to set fire to 

her. 

 

We had chosen the grove of giant bird of paradise trees because the natural clearing at the centre 

breathed a magical, secretive atmosphere. People came there to smoke pot, drink alcohol, have sex, and 

sleep, and we were ok with all of that, seeing Wihaan as the guardian of the clandestine grove. Some of 

the grove’s visitors loved her, leaving offerings. Some of them loved her so much they stole the 

offerings. 

 

After six months we took her away so that I could paint her orange, in Tiffany’s summer garden which 

was full of orange dahlias and monarch butterflies. We wanted to take Wihaan though each station of 

the chakras. Orange, they say, is the centre of creativity, including, I guess, the desire for construction, 

or is that destruction? I made a series of terracotta road cones, miniature stupas, and as expected, 

visitors to the grove ended up stealing them and smashing them. This was my sacrificial offering, I was 

happy for them to be destroyed. But we weren’t prepared for the wholesale destruction of Wihaan. We 

can’t even imagine how they did it, how drunk they would have had to be, how many bruises they 
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would have had the next day. Did they have a crow bar? She was smashed, torn, kicked to bits. An 

orange massacre in a grove of trees, in the dark of night. 

 

Anicca. 

 

*  

 

I started reading Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow because I thought it would be about colour. I 

thought it would be about Newton, the guy who invented Gravity and the Rainbow (and, so I hear, the 

catdoor). I thought maybe it would be about the dull, grey, seriousness of gravity versus the arching 

coloured levity of the rainbow. The apple, and the fall from grace (perhaps grace is the zero gravity 

weightlessness we experience in the womb, after death, or in deep space?). In Gravity’s Rainbow, the 

ultimate deceit of physics is not only that what goes up is doomed to come down, but that the rocket 

bombs that trace a gruesome arc in the sky, undoing the rainbow covenant as they go – these bombs 

travel faster than the speed of sound. Ergo, if you hear them, you’re already dead.  

 

Gravity’s Rainbow is about all these things, folding time and space into the grey vortex of World War II. 

But Pynchon views U-boats and D-day through the kaleidoscopic lens of the late 60s and early 70s, 

when the book was written. It’s as though WWII was taking place NOW (then), when the book was 

penned, in a free love, drug-fuelled haze. And it’s clear that the psychedelic imagination of the 1960s 

was a by-product of that war, dreamed up by adults reclaiming the childhood that had been invaded by 

Churchill and Nazis (“Nasties” was John Lennon’s coinage). Years later, when Lennon and others were 

taking LSD, the world they evoked was strangely militaristic: Sgt. Pepper featured the Beatles in the 

costumes of an ancient military band (George, channelling India, in the flaming orange). Brass bands, 

orchestras, echoes of old-time music halls, wurlitzers, organ-grinders, all of this yesteryear sound is 

gathered up and re-presented as if seen through the refractive lens of LSD, a literal “trip” down 

memory (Penny) lane.212  

 

The animated film The Yellow Submarine features a psychedelic parable of war, where Lennon’s “Nasties” 

have morphed into “Blue Meanies”, clownish villains who share their name with a species of magic 

mushroom. The tropes of wars gone by were recycled by rock, pop and fashion for battles fought 

exclusively in the mind or in the social arena. Jonathan Harris writes in the Summer of Love that “...a kind 
                                                
212 “The double A-side ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’ / ‘Penny Lane’ recalled the Liverpool of Lennon and McCartney’s youth 
– a process of recall assisted by LSD which meant the songs provided ‘hallucinogenic ventures into the mental interior.’” 
Murden, Jon, “Psychedelic Liverpool?” in Summer of Love: Psychedelic Art, Social Crisis and Counterculture in the 1960s, edited by 
Christoph Grunenberg and Jonathan Harris (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press: Tate Liverpool), 2005, 270. 
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of ‘bending’ or Situationist detourning takes place in the pastiche of military garb. The Beatles, along 

with many others in 1967, wished to remake the meaning of certain cultural and social codes, [they] 

wanted to associate these uniforms with music, play, lightness, ‘peace’ and ‘love’.”213  

 

The surge of interest in flamboyant male attire in the late 60s was dubbed the Peacock Revolution, and 

perhaps it’s not entirely irrelevant that in Hindu Mythology, not only womanising Krishna is associated 

with peacocks, but the God of War, too. Kartikeya, the son of Shiva the destroyer, leads an army of 

gods into cosmic battle on the back of his divine peacock. In Maori mythology, Uenuku is not only god 

of the iridescent, shimmering colours of the rainbow, but also a god of war. And, on the other side of 

the world, the excavation of a Viking’s grave revealed a small bundle of peacock plumes “as fresh as 

when put there,” nestled amongst his armour and weapons,214 for shimmering raiment used to be the 

attire of warriors before we felt the need to camouflage our intentions.215 

 

The psychedelic and revolutionary pop culture of the 1960s wasn’t only collective catharsis of the 

memory of WWII, but a deeply critical response to the then current Vietnam War. Gravity’s Rainbow 

seems covertly about Vietnam, while ostensibly about a war that’s done and dusted, dusted like the 

verdant green of tropical Vietnam getting burned up with Agent Orange, a herbicide and defoliant used 

by the US military to “flush out” Vietcong from their native jungles. Pynchon’s panoply of rockets and 

bombs was envisaged against the backdrop of US Military hawks like General Curtis LeMay calling to 

bomb Hanoi “back to the Stone Age.” 

 

The cynical psychedelia of Gravity’s Rainbow presaged treatment of the Vietnam War in films such as 

Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979) in which a crazed Lieutenant Colonel declares, “I love 

                                                
213 Harris, Jonathan, “Abstraction and Empathy: Psychedelic Distortion and the Meanings of the 1960s,” in Summer of Love, 
eds. Grunenberg and Harris, 12. These sentiments are further echoed by Cally Blackman in her essay dealing with 
psychedelic fashion, “Clothing the Cosmic Counterculture: Fashion and Psychedelia”: “The cover of Sgt. Pepper by Pop-
artist Peter Blake featured the Fab Four dressed in camp, brightly coloured satin uniforms, perhaps an ironic comment on 
the continuing Vietnam war. Military uniforms had long been included in the fashionable male wardrobe. Sold by shops 
such as I Was Lord Kitchener’s Valet, initially in Portobello Road, then with branches in Soho and Chelsea, they perfectly 
combined anti-Establishment sentiments with the element of dressing up (...) Beloved by the music glitterati, a frogged, fur-
trimmed military jacket was habitually worn by Jimi Hendrix, whose eclectic, voodoo-gypsy style mirrored that of his fellow-
American Janis Joplin, while Mick Jagger wore a jacket from the Grenadier Guards.” Ibid, 217. 
 
214 Jackson, Christine E, Peacock (London: Reaktion Books), 2006, 99. This association of war or revolution with fashionable 
attire perhaps goes as far back as the Cambrian Explosion, which, scientist Andrew Parker explains, was due to the arrival of 
vision on the evolutionary scene. In this dog eat dog, “or rather, trilobite eat trilobite” world, “armaments were ornaments.” 
Parker, Andrew, In the Blink of an Eye: How Vision Sparked the Big Bang of Evolution (New York: Perseus), 2003, 277. 
 
215 For an enlargement of these ideas and many more, see: Taussig, Michael, “Zoology, Magic, and Surrealism in the War on 
Terror,” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 34, No. 2, (Winter 2008), 98-116. 
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the smell of Napalm in the morning” while blasting a recording of Wagner’s Ride of the Valkyries. The 

Valkyries are female fates who select which warriors will die in battle, and spirit them away to Valhalla 

over the Rainbow Bridge.  

 

Incidentally, Agent Orange was only one colour in a range of “Rainbow Herbicides,” but it was by far 

the most widely used. As Michael Taussig puts it in What Colour is the Sacred?, “Not only kids, primitives, 

and southern women love bright colours – war does too.”216 

 

Pynchon’s novel is embedded with links, implicit and explicit, between the benign and the sinister 

products of the chemical cartels of Germany. IG Farben and subsidiaries made everything from rubber 

and drugs to dyes and films, and just so happened to hold the patent to the notorious Zyklon B, a 

cyanide-based pesticide that became the lethal gas the Nazis used as an agent of genocide. Apparently 

the notorious phrase "Arbeit Mach Frei" (Work Sets you Free) appeared on posters in the rubber 

factories of IG Farben before it appeared above the gates of concentration camps.217  

 

In my own private dualistic world spectral colour is evidence of life’s virility, while death bleaches and 

desiccates, or blackens with decay. Yet obviously, colour and death are bedfellows too, in a bower of 

toxic chemicals.218  

 

*  

 

Gravity’s Rainbow also implicitly refers to the Space Race. The fact that the entire novel is built around 

the fetishisation of a rocket launch, a rocket which will contain a live human, and operate as a kind of 

semi-religious pseudo-sacrifice, speaks volumes of the way Pynchon viewed the media hysteria 

surrounding the Apollo mission. The whiteness of the rocket is no accident. Like Melville’s great white 

whale in Moby Dick, Pynchon’s rocket signifies death and annihilation, and perhaps has more in 

common with the contemporaneous cartoons by Black Panther artist Emory Douglas, who depicts the 

Apollo Mission as a pig-shaped slaving ship transporting African-American slaves to the moon, than it 

                                                
216 Taussig, Michael, What Colour Is the Sacred? (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 2009, 4. 
 
217 Garfield, Simon, Mauve: How one man invented a colour that changed the world (London: Faber), 2000, 166. 
 
218 Jane Alison notes that Andy Warhol exploited this tension and duality between bright colour and violent death in his 
1963 series, which included 5 Deaths on Turquoise, 5 Deaths on Yellow and 5 Deaths on Orange, as well as the diptych Orange Car 
Crash, 1963. Alison, ed., Colour After Klein, 26. 
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does with the accepted mythology of a “giant leap for mankind.”219 While New Right philosopher Ayn 

Rand wrote an essay called “Apollo and Dionysus”, praising the vertical, upstanding Apollo mission 

and heaping scorn upon the horizontal conglomeration that was Woodstock,220 Stanley Kubrick’s 2001, 

A Space Odyssey (1968) imagines a world in which space missions and psychedelic introspection are 

perfectly fused – the one can’t help but lead to the other.  

 

*  

 

So, Gravity’s Rainbow is about war, and about colour, and poison, and drugs. But it seemed to me as I 

was reading it, that Pynchon kept using the colour orange as shorthand for the sun setting on 

civilisation. Orange in the late 60s and early 70s was psychedelic but it was also forever connected to 

Agent Orange and burning Napalm. Alexander Theroux wrote about orange and associates the colour 

derogatorily with plastic food, bad furnishing, awful clothes… Orange is kitsch, it’s the hairdos of 

1950s starlets and the colour of hotdogs at a baseball game. Orange is cheeseball, nostalgic, Hollywood 

through and through, and yet, it has another, terrible aspect. Theroux remembers “that unforgettable 

photograph taken on June 11, 1963, of the suicidal but selflessly propitiatory Vietnamese Buddhist 

monk, Thich Quang Duc, protesting American involvement – he was gazing into a decade of horror – 

sitting full lotus in a swirl of flames on a hot summer street in Saigon, back erect, shaved head held 

high, while orange flames, blazing up, consumed him in his orange robes as he stared transfixed into 

the middle distance with blackened hands raised like a statue in dying benediction. Orange in its high 

saturation is a colour not easy to forget.”221 Orange is also the colour of Kool Aid, the generic orange 

“bug juice” cordial that was laced with potassium cyanide and doled out to the members of the 

Reverend Jim Jones’s cult in Guyana in 1978.222 Drug and poison, Kool Aid was also the medium of 

choice for lacing with acid in the 1960s, by Ken Kesey and his Merry Pranksters.  

 

A particular brand of orange, redolent of the drug culture of the late 60s and early 70s is peppered 

throughout Gravity’s Rainbow. Osbie Feel, whose very name sounds like a psychedelic pop band, 

                                                
219 Gil Scott-Heron’s classic spoken word track from 1970, “Whitey on the Moon,” bemoans a similar state of affairs – black 
people live in appalling conditions while the white desire for conquest knows no bounds. 
 
220 Rand, Ayn, “Apollo and Dionysus,” The New Left: The Anti-Industrial Revolution (New York: New American Library), 1975. 
“The ‘1960s’ were being fought over during the 1960s as well as ever since.” Grunenberg and Harris, eds., Summer of Love, 
15. 
 
221 Theroux, Alexander, The Secondary Colours: Three Essays (New York: Henry Holt & Co.), 1996, 27-28. 
 
222 Though apparently, Jim Jones chose grape-flavoured Kool Aid, an electrical, ecclesiastical shade of purple more fitting 
for a mass suicide. Ibid, 158-159. 
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harvests “shiny red-orange” Amanita muscaria toadstools from a roof-garden. “He is carefully scraping 

out the inside of each persimmon-coloured mushroom cup and shredding the rest. Dispossessed elves 

run around up on the roof, gibbering. He now has a growing heap of orange-gray fungus, which he 

proceeds to add in fistfuls to a pot of steaming water.”223 At the door watching this procedure is Katje, 

the Dutch girl, who plays a hallucinogenic role in the narrative, using coloured costume changes to 

seduce the protagonist, Slothrop,224 a reminder of the Rolling Stones’ 1967 hit song, “She’s like a 

rainbow.”  

 

The psychedelic 60s are all over Pynchon’s 40s, perhaps because psychedelia was already extant. After 

all, it’s when Hoffmann synthesised LSD, and 40s movie star Cary Grant, who regularly took the drug, 

is mentioned frequently in Gravity’s Rainbow. Character’s names are druggie in-jokes – the Russian 

Tchitcherine is reminiscent of the German psychedelic band Tangerine Dream, not to mention the 

Tangerine trees and marmalade skies of the Beatles’ “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” (interpreted as 

code for LSD, despite John’s protestations). Tchitcherine’s lover is Geli (pronounced Gaily) Tripping! 

Saure (German for Acid) Bummer is essentially a walking bad trip. There’s even a town on the 

German/Polish border called Bad Karma. A song called The Doper’s Dream is 60s through and 

through.225  

 

* 

 

I wonder if I’m deluded about the role of orange in Gravity’s Rainbow? The only scholarly essay I could 

find on colour in that novel doesn’t mention orange once!226 But it’s everywhere, in fabrics and facial 

hair, in skin and sky. Orange in Gravity’s Rainbow can be, as Theroux surmises, kind of gross. “…a 

hideous green pseudopod crawls toward the cordon of troops and suddenly sshhlop! wipes out an entire 

observation post with a deluge of some disgusting orange mucus in which the unfortunate men are 

digested – not screaming but actually laughing, enjoying themselves…”227 From a Burroughsian nightmare 

to a Pavlovian experiment involving surgery to catch canine saliva, “fixed there with the traditional 

orange Pavlovian cement of rosin, iron oxide and beeswax”228, orange is the gooey stuff that binds the 
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nefarious underworld of Gravity’s Rainbow. But it is also in sunsets and bomb blasts which have become 

indistinguishable: a jigsaw puzzle reveals “the orange nimbus of an explosion (perhaps a sunset)”,229 

while a “magnificent sunset” turns the Thames into a “drastic stain of burnt orange” only to “remind a 

visitor of his mortal transience.” This is a “destroying light, this intense fading in which there is no 

promise of return…”230 In short, sunset is “the death-scene of the sky’s light,”231 and therefore, despite 

its beauty, will always be a reminder of mortality. 

 

The orange of explosions and sunsets is also reminiscent of the point of light that exploded in Western 

consciousness two thousand odd years ago, the Star of Bethlehem, harbinger of the mind-bomb known 

as Christianity. “And 60 miles up the rockets hanging the measureless instant over the black North Sea 

before the fall, ever faster, to orange heat, Christmas Star, in helpless plunge to Earth.”232 Stars like this 

can be scary, “Arabists are ululating, shrill, merciless, among the red-orange stars over the crowds of 

derricks,”233 or fun; the lit end of a joint is “a cheerful little orange star.”234 

   

Soldiers waiting to die dream of “one dyed afternoon (coaltar-impossible orange-brown, clear all the 

way through),”235 and, in one of the final images of the book, which has moved forward to the present 

day in downtown Los Angeles, “the stream of traffic edges aside for a convoy of dark Lincolns, some 

Fords, even GMCs, but not a Pontiac in the lot. Stuck on each windshield and rear window is a 

fluorescent orange strip that reads FUNERAL.”236 Like plastic road cones, fluorescent orange seems to 

be the best shorthand alert for destruction.  

 

*  
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Just as Pynchon and other artists of the 1960s re-evaluated, indeed, reinvented their relationship to the 

era of their childhoods, so I look back upon the late 1960s and early 70s as the era which informs my 

political beliefs, spiritual inclinations, and aesthetic sensibilities. And in the same way that Pynchon used 

WW2 to covertly talk about Vietnam, so artists looked back to Vietnam era protests when making work 

critical of the US invasion of Iraq in 2003. Sam Durant is known for being one of the more politically 

engaged artists on the contemporary American scene, and he displayed lightboxes at that year’s Venice 

Biennale with slogans lifted from protest marches of the 1960s. At the time I thought this was a cop-

out – why not address the issue in front of our noses? Why couch contemporary political dissent in 

nostalgic rhetoric?  

 

And yet, I too find myself drawn to the imagery and styles of this same, hopelessly over-romanticised 

era, because from the vantage point of today’s cynical, confused disengagement, the sixties glow with 

an aura of freshness, in which the intensity of ideas seems palpable. Even though the sixties have 

passed, the radicalism of that era exists for me in the present tense, as part of a historical continuum 

that was always already there, and will never be over. I am ready to reappraise Durant’s relationship 

with the past, along with my own, as a kind of “nostalgia with intent,” that is, a relationship with the 

past which transcends mere fascination with style and surface. Walter Benjamin noted that “fashion has 

a flair for the topical, no matter where it stirs in the thickets of long ago; it is a tiger’s leap into the 

past.”237 But Benjamin qualifies this stripy stirring by saying fashion takes place in an arena where the 

ruling class gives the commands (this couldn’t be more aptly illustrated than by the Venice Biennale). 

However, “the same leap in the open air of history is the dialectical one, which is how Marx understood 

the revolution.”238 I’m not leaping in the open air of history, and neither is Durant, but we are taking a 

surreptitious tiger’s leap: attempting to reawaken some of the political urgency of the sixties by using 

style as a visual mnemonic for the political, social, and theoretical imperatives of the time.  

 

When reading Benjamin’s “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” I found my thoughts wandering 

back to the wandering Malone, who could at least argue that his orange-clad, padded prowl from 

Bombay to Ramarama, was literally in the “open air.” Walking North on the Southern Motorway, he is 

somewhat akin to Benjamin’s historical materialist, who “regards it as his task to brush history against 

the grain,”239 A Rebours, as J.K. Huysmans would put it, or Against the Flow, which is the title of the 1989 
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album by seminal Maori hip hop group Upper Hutt Posse, to whom Malone frequently pays tribute. 

Walking from the Asian New Zealand of the future, into the past of tangata whenua, Malone 

deliberately sidesteps the Pakeha present. Reciting Ramarama as a mantra, he is nevertheless far from 

the traditional historian who tells the sequence of events “like the beads of a rosary.”240 Indeed, 

Malone’s practice is always a grasping of “the constellation” of events and coincidences, like a 

kaleidoscope shot through with Benjamin’s “chips of Messianic time.”241 And though Malone doesn’t 

literally walk backwards, like Benjamin’s Angel of History, caught in a storm and propelled “into the 

future to which his back is turned,”242 it is worth noting that Maori have always said that they walk 

backwards into the future, with their ancestors before them like beacons, not behind them in the dark. 

 

Sam Durant tried to reverse the flow of history with Entropy in Reverse, which he exhibited at the Govett 

Brewster, New Plymouth, New Zealand, in 2003. On a double screen, Durant projected footage of the 

Rolling Stones concert at Altamont in 1969. It was that disastrous night when the young black man 

Meredith Hunter was murdered by Hell’s Angels, the whole sorry affair becoming emblematic of the 

end of the 60s utopian idyll. Durant had the film playing backwards, to reverse the demise of these 

ideals, to re-inscribe the importance of everything that the 60s stood for. Though I was unconvinced by 

the execution of Durant’s polemic, which also featured a strange oozing white sculpture, I appreciated 

the sentiments, and now that the memory of the visual elements’ awkward physical presence in the 

sterile space of the white gallery, far from any kind of Summer of Love idyll, has faded like an old 

photograph, I find myself more in tune with Durant’s work. Like Malone’s Spaghetti Dharma, the India 

I’ve been too afraid to revisit, or the 1960s themselves, perhaps you didn’t even have to be there to get 

it.
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Canary- coloured Runway into the Sun 

 

 

 

It all started with Yellow.  

We were driving back from an outdoor party. This one wasn’t held in the Mojave Desert, as was typical 

for the Southern Californian rave scene, but in some rocky, pine-covered hills. Also different were the 

drugs we’d taken. Ecstasy, our drug of choice, wasn’t available, so we paid $5 each for liquid acid, 

administered out of an eye-drops bottle and straight onto our tongues by the dealer, like communion. 

Not long afterwards, we found someone selling ecstasy, and in a rare moment of abandon my 

boyfriend suggested we do both. This is what’s known as “candy flipping”; acid provides the visuals, 

but ecstasy keeps the trip from delving into dark psychic abysses. 

The combination was incredibly intense, and of course I had to vomit. The music completely fucked 

with my spatio-temporal sense, and the pine trees were so staggering in their magnificence that any 

attempt to look up at them resulted in my falling ass backwards. Remaining prone like a helpless insect 

was the safest position, and for much of the time all I could do was lie in a tent groaning as my (male) 

lover became a Vietnamese (female) prostitute and I relived the whole sorry rape of South East Asia by 

the US military as a remorseful white army cadet. Later two more friends tumbled into the tiny tent to 

make a “human tamale.” I thought I was going to die. 

When the sun came out we ventured forth from our tents. The only friend who had remained 

effortlessly clean-cut and hadn’t turned into a swamp-creature, was nevertheless blowing bubbles, like 

the Thompsons in the Tintin adventure The Land of Black Gold (and subsequently Adventures on the 

Moon). I had pink hair at the time (I mean it was really pink, a result of other sorts of chemicals, 

slathered on the scalp rather than ingested), and that magenta crowning glory, along with a turquoise 

parasol while walking among pines, gave everyone else visions of a psychedelic version of the Willow 

Pattern, Britain’s appropriation of mystic Cathay. But for myself, I was inside an Indian miniature, with 

grey-green shrubbery and tiny yellow flowers; a wild-eyed Brazilian girl rolling in the grass became a 

gazelle with her kohl-rimmed eyes and long, coffee-coloured limbs. 

Eventually, it was time to go, and we piled into our friend’s white van. I was convinced we were 

speeding but apparently we were crawling. I was sick with fear. The only thing I could do to take my 

mind off imminent death was concentrate on the roadside flowers. I guess it was spring, or what passes 
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for spring in the endless desert that surrounds LA. Everywhere, little yellow flowers had come out, and 

they made two yellow stripes either side of the road, like a canary-coloured runway into the sun. 

Mesmerised by this royal carpet, I felt a surge of warmth and understanding for Van Gogh, so closely 

associated with this colour, who once said “There is a sun, a light that for want of a better word I can 

only call yellow, pale sulphur-yellow, pale golden yellow. How lovely yellow is!”243 I wondered if the 

chemicals I had taken into my system had gone some way toward approximating Van Gogh’s supposed 

chemical imbalance. Alexander Theroux writes that “There are certain critics who ascribe the penchant 

for yellow of Van Gogh, an incipient xanthopsiac, as the possible result of his having been poisoned by 

digitalis, which at the time was given as a treatment for epilepsy.”244 Certainly, in his last years, Van 

Gogh painted a portrait of his Sanatorium’s doctor, Gachet, with a “yellow book and a foxglove 

[digitalis] plant with purple flowers.”245 

Theroux continues on the unhinged artist and his crazy colours: “Vincent wrote to his brother Theo 

from Arles in 1890: ‘All the colours that the Impressionists have brought into fashion are unstable. So 

there is all the more reason to use them boldly... time will tone them down only too well.’”246 And 

Phillip Ball picks up where Theroux leaves off, noting that the artist’s orders for materials “reveal a 

penchant for some of the most fugitive colours on the market, and clearly Van Gogh was neither 

ignorant of this nor too crazed to care. Rather, one almost has the impression that his primary concern 

was not for longevity but simply to get these garish visions out of his head. It was a head that, by all 

appearances, burned with sickly yellow, the ‘citron yellow’ of his café’s lamps, the sulphur yellow he 

perceived in Arles. In The Sower (1888) it is the yellow of the sun’s baleful glow, an orb that offers no 

warmth or comfort but looms like a sickly, incandescent moon.”247 

And yet yellow was a colour, according to Van Gogh, “capable of charming God.”248 The artist, like the 

colour he is most closely associated with, remains a paradox; universally loved, he has become little 

more than a cliché in the art world, yet every original Van Gogh I have seen has gripped me in a way 

no other painter has managed. Van Gogh’s paintings are palpable, they speak in the present tense about 
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nature and life force and energy and information, instigating the same toxic swoon as the magnificent 

swirling pines I saw at the all-night party; nature experienced in its raw state without the filters we 

create in order to sustain polite society, in order to not go completely insane. 

And it wasn’t just Van Gogh inside this carpet of yellow whizzing by my window; Frida Kahlo was in 

there with her Few Small Nips (1935), a murder scene in which the yellow floor radiates a nauseating 

glow, or her Self Portrait with Cropped Hair (1940) where she glares down the viewer from an outsize 

yellow chair, which, by the way, nods to Van Gogh’s famous yellow chair, the one he painted in 1888. 

Phil Clairmont, perhaps channelling Van Gogh, used a pungent yellow in his psychedelic interiors 

before taking his own life. Robert Smithson died when his plane crashed into – Amarillo! Then there 

was Kandinsky, who saw yellow as the cosmic firmament, the background against which his spiritualist 

shapes danced, and there was the Yellow Brick Road, and the Yellow Submarine, all road signs (which are 

yellow) of altered consciousness. I remembered, as we followed our own Yellow Brick Road in the 

white van, that I had always scribbled notes when reading, particularly passages with the colour yellow 

in them, like about yellow kid gloves, yellowed paper and yellow journalism. Why was I so attracted to 

yellow? 

Back in Emerald City I bought a second-hand copy of Dear Theo, Van Gogh’s letters to his brother, in 

the hopes that I might get to the heart, or perhaps the yellow belly, of this mystery. But I didn’t get very 

far with the book, full of such quotidian detail. Perhaps, after all, my life in a San Fernando Valley 

group house where drugs and loud music were staples had little in common with Van Gogh, the 

earnest preacher’s son. Our vistas were different for one. He lived through harsh Dutch winters, and 

there was no winter in the scrubby desert where I was living. In the backyard was a pepper tree with 

bunches of pink peppercorns, and dusty prickly pear cacti. Pink lilies burst through the undergrowth 

and turtle doves pecked around them in the leaf litter, while the occasional grey squirrel scampered 

across rooftops. Ruby-throated hummingbirds, with their emerald wings, made frequent appearances; 

recycled warriors, according to Aztec lore (and there were Aztecs, or their descendants, all around us, 

pumping out mariachi music even louder than our techno).  

But I did copy out this phrase from Dear Theo:  

“I always think that the best way to know God is to love many things. Love a friend, a wife, something, 

whatever you like, but one must love with a lofty and serious intimate sympathy, with strength, with 
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intelligence, and one must always try to know deeper, better, and more. That leads to God; that leads to 

unwavering faith.”249 

I had just fallen in love, and I thought this was a good indication that I was on the right path. At that 

moment, love and spirituality were one, and I felt like Parvati ravished by Shiva, or like a Sufi who sings 

about his beloved as a metaphor for the divine.  

*  

The person responsible for bringing me together with my divine lover was G., and somehow, I 

associate G. with yellow, not because he was the blonde Golden Boy of the art scene, but because we 

disagreed about that colour, as about many things. He claimed to hate yellow, but made yellow art 

works, and stole yellow flowers under yellow lights, and ran a gallery with a yellow kitchen and 

bathroom. He took me to the yellow desert, where I met my yellow love, for which I should be 

eternally grateful. And yet I could never feel anything but yellow bile between us, G. and me, and I 

swear I could smell the yellow smell of sulphur whenever he was near. 

G. still maintains iconic status in various pockets of the art world years after his accidental death. He 

left Auckland for Los Angeles in 1996 to study his Masters at Pasadena’s Art Center College of Design. 

When G. lived in Auckland, he and a group of friends had set up Teststrip, Auckland’s first artist-run 

gallery. So in LA, when his peers at Art Center graduated and started to wonder what to do about their 

crushing debts, they hit upon starting up their own gallery and selling a shit load of artwork. In fact, 

they brainstormed the idea at a rave in the Mojave Desert. I’m sure it was G.’s hands-on experience 

with Teststrip that got the ball rolling, and he just happened to be at the epicentre of a new wave. The 

group rented a building in Chinatown, and named themselves after existing signage: China Art Objects 

Galleries. Soon, a raft of galleries opened on the same strip, Chung King Road, and it became a West 

Coast art phenomenon that everyone wanted in on.  

While all this was brewing, I was wrapping up two years of directing The Physics Room gallery in 

Christchurch, New Zealand. I was itching to go overseas, and the first stop was Los Angeles, to attend 

the launch of China Art Objects. As soon as I got off the plane, I was plied with various drugs by a 

Kiwi ex-flame who had become a trucker in the states. This was to become a theme. Things were 

available here that you could only dream of in New Zealand. 

                                                
249 Van Gogh, Dear Theo, 44. 
 



110 
 

Everyone, including G., knew the long-haired Japanese dude who always wore green (like any good 

native of Emerald City). G. had invited him to DJ the opening of China Art Objects, and that’s when I 

first saw him, in a dingy basement decorated with streamers, playing music I couldn’t understand, while 

the Kiwi trucker and his mate, another New Zealand import, waved their arms around in a drug-fuelled 

frenzy. I was terribly embarrassed. They were being so uncool (and thus drawing attention to our 

Antipodean origins). I tried to behave like world-weary art glitterati, but just about died when the 

NZers and I squeezed into a booth with eminently cool expat Chris Kraus. My heart was beating, and 

not just because she was my hero, but because the warring chemicals in my blood were making me 

insecure and excited at the same time. I couldn’t believe that she was truly interested in my trucker 

mate’s “Big Rig” or country music. I was groaning internally as she nodded and gave her bird-like smile. 

Surely the author of I Love Dick was occupying the same circle of the inferno as I, a special hell of no 

sleep, bad drugs, weird music, BO and inane conversation? 

A few hours later I was in the juggernaut of the Big Rig, heading East across the country. But by the 

end of the month I was back in California, in the Mojave Desert, in the arms of my future husband: the 

Japanese dude. G. had gotten me there, on the condition that I paid for everything (the car rental and 

the drugs). He had insisted that he and I have three ecstasy hits divided by two, rather than one each. 

Perhaps this was why the lights ebbed and flowed with every pulse of the music (there are no lighting 

rigs in the desert, just the Milky Way and the moon). Whatever it was, my brain chemistry locked onto 

the coordinates of a specific individual, and they have been stuck in that pattern ever since.  

It was a notorious Moontribe because someone died that night. A Latino teenager, taking acid for the 

first time, jumped around the massive rock formations and broke his back. The police arrived and, 

suitably chastened, we dispersed. G., our driver, fell asleep at the wheel and we only awoke to the 

blaring of a horn as a car coming in the opposite direction swerved out of our way. Later that night, G. 

made me salads and encouraged me to take vitamins in a rare moment of caring. He was so full of 

paradoxes, with a cupboard full of vitamins, and a parallel desire to take every risk imaginable.  

*  

G. and I dated briefly when I was 18 and he had just turned 21. Our affair lasted all of two months and 

two weeks. I remember because I subsequently joked about this “two and two” as being the length of 

the ad break in The Love Connection. The hyper-handsome host, Chuck Woolery, would always say, 

“We’ll be back in two and two”, while giving his viewers the fingers, which he quickly flipped to a 

victory sign.  
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I was still living at home but my parents had a custom-built shed delivered to the garden the minute I 

became “sexually active.” This became my bedroom, and I painted the walls lemon yellow with 

turquoise trim. G. ridiculed my choice of colours, claiming that the yellow made him feel ill. Perhaps he 

was thinking of Van Gogh’s Night Café, of which the artist himself said: “I’ve tried to express the idea 

that the café is a place where one can ruin himself, go mad, commit crimes. I’ve tried by means of 

contrasts of delicate pink and wine and blood red, of Louis Quinze and Veronese green, contrasting 

with the yellow greens and hard white greens, all in an atmosphere of a devil’s furnace, of pale sulphur, 

to express, as it were, the power of darkness of a low dive.”250 

One night, G. invited me to stay over. He was having dinner with an intriguing woman, but he’d like to 

see me afterwards. He told me I should just climb in his window and wait for him in his bed. I was 

naïve enough to do as I was bid. I arrived before midnight, and G. didn’t get home until around 3am. 

He had completely forgotten that he had asked me to stay. He apologised but nothing could diminish 

his glow as he recounted his fabulous dinner, course by course, culminating in the smoking of cigars. 

As he drifted off to sleep with a smile, he was singing “This monkey’s gone to heaven” over and over. 

The Pixies were huge at the time. I loved them too but I remember having a disagreement with G. over 

the cover of Surfer Rosa, which I thought was exploitative of female nudity, and he thought was 

amazing. As I listened to G.’s smug rendition of the song, in which he was the monkey, self-satisfied on 

a puffle of cloud, I knew that our relationship had reached its end.  

The next night, we parted amicably after a neighbourhood flower hunt. Have you ever gone for a walk 

in the dark, picking flowers from front gardens? Anything hanging over the fence is fair game, and 

you’d be surprised at the rambling bouquet you can amass for free. But G. broke the unspoken rule – 

he tiptoed (if you can tiptoe in doc martens) past the fence and stole daffodils from a windowbox. 

Captivated by the yellow narcissus, he had to pluck them, just like he had to steal Larry Clark’s Tulsa 

from the Elam library, a collector’s item he later sold for US$1000 when on hard times in LA. Like Jean 

Genet, G’s love of crime was “so strictly spiritual that it has to be carnal.”251 

I berated G. about the daffodils as we stood under the yellow sodium lights of the motorway at the 

bottom of the staircase known as Jacob’s Ladder. He hated it when I took the moral highground. He 

had virtually erupted when I said he was disgusting for eating baby octopi. At this stage, he called 

himself a vegetarian because it was fashionable, but it was clear that he felt the romantic lure of flesh. 

Because of my dressing him down on this occasion, he never stopped ribbing me about my 
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vegetarianism. Many years later, as a peace offering, I gave him the chance to vent his anti-vegetarian 

spleen in the final issue of LOG Illustrated, the magazine Gwyn Porter and I edited, and gave him his 

line about Jonathan Gould’s Counter Intelligence being a culinary riff on Ed Ruscha’s Every Building on the 

Sunset Strip. G. took to this assignment with good-humoured alacrity, combining digs on my 

herbivorous status with a baroque enthusiasm for the pleasures of eating flesh. I always intended to 

have the last word, though.  

* 

Last-wordism was the problem with our friendship, or lack thereof. It’s perhaps no coincidence that G. 

ended up writing a thesis on Daniel Paul Schreber, whose memoirs preserved a particularly colourful 

mental illness, one of the symptoms of which included physical pain from words. I’ve often thought G. 

suffered this same affliction. We knew exactly how to upset each other, and would have become arch 

enemies, if we didn’t have all our friends in common, necessitating some kind of truce. But it was a sly 

truce, and at the Moontribe in which G. insisted we each take one-and-a-half tabs of ecstasy, I saw him 

very clearly in this desert environment as a scorpion.  

The yellowest artwork I can think of is by G., and it was called Golden Evenings, an installation made for 

Art Now, curated by Christina Barton at the Museum of New Zealand in 1994. I never went to 

Wellington to see the show but I saw an image of the work on the catalogue cover. An entire room 

painted buttery yellow, with two peepholes at different heights in the walls. Two serious looking men in 

black eyeball the peepholes. 

When I first saw the cover, I felt sick (perhaps it was the yellow). How could G. ridicule me for 

painting my bedroom a delicate shade of lemon, then make an artwork of national significance which 

was a whole room in bilious buttercup? It’s an indication of my rather tangled emotions that I found 

this tantamount to plagiarism, or at least a clear case of hypocrisy. It never occurred to me that perhaps 

he’d painted the room yellow because he hated the colour, because he wanted to induce repulsion in his 

viewers. Van Gogh wrote that “The picture of the ‘Night Cafe’ is one of the ugliest I have done. It is 

the equivalent, though different, of the ‘Potato Eaters.’ But (...) these are the only ones which appear to 

have any deep meaning.”252 

Even Kandinsky, who used yellow so liberally, and seemingly so lovingly, said “Yellow is the typically 

earthly colour. It can never have profound meaning. An intermixture of blue makes it a sickly colour. It 
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may be paralleled in human nature, with madness, not with melancholy or hypochonriacal mania, but 

rather with violent raving lunacy.”253 

Victoria Finlay writes of the yellow pigment orpiment, that a woman in Batavia (Jakarta) in 1660 had 

become mad from it, “and climbed up the walls like a cat.”254 Yellow and madness may have been the 

specialty of Van Gogh, but another artist illustrated insanity with cats. Louis Wain, the Victorian 

postcard painter, whose charmingly anthropomorphised felines were his bread and butter, became 

utterly unhinged, and started painting cosmic ur-cats, psychedelic phantom pusses in pulsating, 

radiating colours. Perhaps it was because of the Psychology 101 textbook my father kept on his shelf, 

but to this day I associate Van Gogh and Wain, because they were both used as posterboys for mental 

disintegration as illustrated by artworks. Finlay goes on to talk about Victorian wallpaper poisoning, not 

as an excuse for the madness of these two artists, but as the possible cause of Napoleon’s death, among 

others. She also mentions a Persian cat that became covered with pustules after being locked in a green 

room255 and I can’t help thinking of Wain’s demonic moggies, against pullulating and possibly pestilent 

wallpaper, like those of Van Gogh’s postman, and the Woman Rocking A Cradle (both 1889).  

The yellow and green theme at China Art Objects was comparatively subdued, though perhaps 

obliquely referencing the Orientalism of bygone days. The gallery had been designed by Pae White, 

giving the start-up space instant credibility. The kitchen was lemon yellow, very much like my old 

bedroom, only with a dark green, rather than turquoise, trim. But because this was the brainchild of an 

art celebrity rather than an 18-year-old wannabe, G. thought it fabulous (everything was better in L.A. 

than in NZ, natch). Or maybe he had just mellowed (yellowed?), like old paper, or tobacco stains on a 

ceiling. 

*  

G.’s interest in Schreber was symptomatic of a generational obsession with hysteria and hallucination. It 

had started out with the feminist reappraisal of Freud’s Dora, and culminated in a reverence for 

Antonin Artaud as a literary rockstar. Spouting poetic obscenities, Artaud was like a surrealist with 

Tourrette’s syndrome, and everyone wanted to quote him. Artaud himself had looked further back for 

his artistic precedents, and found a kindred spirit in the misunderstood figure of Van Gogh. In an essay 
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pointedly titled “The Man Suicided by Society,” Artaud characterises Van Gogh’s paintings as “flame-

throwers, atomic bombs.”256 

But while Artaud notes the horrors of the technological war machine, he is also keenly aware of a more 

ancient and insidious danger: witchcraft, writing: "When I am sick, the reason is that I’ve been 

bewitched, and I can’t believe that I’m sick if I don’t believe, moreover, that it is to someone’s interest 

to take away my health and make use of my health. Van Gogh also believed that he was bewitched, and 

he said so. And I have reason to believe that he was and some day I shall tell where and how.”257 

Yellow is associated with forms of shamanism, in particular sympathetic magic, in which like attracts 

like, so that, for example, in order to lure or scare away jaundice, yellow objects are enlisted for service. 

James Frazer recorded accounts of Hindu ceremonies based on homeopathic magic, for the cure of 

jaundice, to “banish the yellow colour to yellow creatures and yellow things, such as the sun, to which it 

properly belonged.” Priests would intone, “Into the parrots, into the thrush, do we put thy jaundice, 

and, furthermore, into the yellow wagtail do we put thy jaundice” while daubing the invalid with yellow 

turmeric paste. Tying three yellow birds with yellow strings to the foot of the bed, and then washing the 

turmeric off the patient, the jaundice is transferred to the birds.258 

* 

Michael Taussig writes about William Burroughs’ yellow bunker in the Bowery, downtown Manhattan, 

in What Colour Is the Sacred?:  

…earlier a YMCA locker room whose mustard tones owed much to decades of young men’s sweating bodies. With a dash 

of sulphur, the sun that radiated out from Van Gogh’s sunflowers would revert to that other yellow, the yellow of hell and 

self-mutilation. The sacred likes to bite the hand that feeds it. It was scary, yet drew you in, not least because it was 

always just one step ahead of the game. ‘I kept myself going on coffee and alcohol’, Van Gogh wrote his brother and 

benefactor, Theo, in 1889, the year in which he mutilated himself then took his life. ‘I admit all that, but all the same it 

is true that to attain the high yellow note that I attained last summer, I really had to be pretty well keyed up.’259  

In the translation I have, the words used are not “keyed up” but “strung up.” And my own sick mind 

can’t help but think of Clairmont, and his chemical imbalance, which went well beyond coffee and 
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alcohol, bringing speed and acid into the domestic interior, so that beds, chairs, couches and washing 

lines all leered with sinister intent on his shattered, kaleidoscopic canvases throughout the 1970s until, 

in 1984, he hung himself, strung himself up. Like a painting? 

*  

Tiffany Singh made hundreds of votive sculptures cast in beeswax, in the shapes of Ganesh, Mary, a 

Thai Goddess, a lotus and an apple. Shifting in hue from red to violet, Tiffany had added pigments to 

the naturally yellow wax, which proved to be a headache for the blues and purples. Nevertheless, the 

results, when laid out on sacred white salt, were stunning, and, best of all, viewers were able to take 

these idols home, as long as they left something in return.  

I suggested that Tiffany call her work What Colour is the Sacred? since this book had been pivotal in my 

own colour thinking. Slippery yellow turned out to be the least favourite colour in Tiffany’s show: when 

the other colours disappeared, the yellow figures remained in serried ranks, like jaundiced spiritual 

soldiers waiting for an endlessly deferred battle.  

*  

Head, sun, gold. 

Artaud never refers to the titles of Van Gogh’s work, but asks his readers to “Witness this landscape of 

molten gold, of bronze fired in ancient Egypt, in which an enormous sun leans on roofs so tottering 

with light that they are as if in a state of decomposition. 

“And I know of no other painting – apocalyptic, hieroglyphic, phantasmal, or pathetic – which gives 

me this sensation of occult strangeness, of a cadaver of useless hermeticism, head opened, which would 

give up its secret on the executioner’s block.”260 I don’t know which painting he is referring to, but the 

enormous sun seems to stand in for the head, a head heading toward self-annihilation, that “burned 

with sickly yellow,” as Ball said.  

Georges Bataille writes in “Sacrificial Mutilation and the Severed Ear of Vincent Van Gogh” that “the 

sun in its glory is doubtless opposed to the faded sunflower, but no matter how dead it may be this 

sunflower is also a sun, and the sun is in some way deleterious and sick: it is sulphur coloured, [il a la 
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couleur du soufre], the painter himself writes twice in French.”261 In French, sulphur, the devil’s own 

mineral, and various conjugations of souffrir, to suffer, are indistinguishable. (Suffer, by the way, was the 

title of a group show at Teststrip which featured, among other things, a ritual book burning of 

canonical NZ literature and a poster, chosen by G., of some sort of vaginal surgery).  

Bataille himself reversed all binaries and blasphemously cast the sun as a “solar anus,” transforming the 

solar deity into its own negative.262 Bataille imagined a body of eruptions, of anal efflorescence at one 

pole, and a suppurating Pineal Eye at the other – bursting from the skull where the crown chakra ought 

to be. Once the Pineal Eye has erupted, “Existence no longer resembles a neatly defined itinerary from 

one practical sign to another, but a sickly incandescence, a durable orgasm.”263 This sickly 

incandescence is surely the suffering sulphur yellow of Van Gogh’s sun, or head? Teststrip and G. 

made their name with the kind of iconoclastic grotesquery that Bataille and the surrealists shocked the 

Parisian bourgeoisie with seventy years prior. Ideas take a while to percolate down to the Antipodes. 

*  

The artist John Christie, who published correspondence between himself and author John Berger on 

various colours in a book called I Send You This Cadmium Red, has a slightly sweeter take on Van Gogh’s 

yellow, quoting a letter from 1890 describing the artist’s funeral:  

“On the walls of the room where his body reposed all his last canvases were nailed making a kind of 

halo around him... On the coffin, a simple white drapery and masses of flowers, the sunflowers that he 

so loved, yellow dahlias, yellow flowers everywhere. It was his favourite colour, if you remember, 

symbol of the light he dreamed of finding in hearts as in artworks.”264 

Christie is taken by a patch of sunlight that comes through the skylight of his home on a daily basis. It 

forms a warped rectangle of yellow, and eventually the painter is moved to paint it, to paint the wall 

yellow in the very spot where the sun shines; a kind of photogram-cum-mural. Suddenly, I understood 

a work by G. much better, in which the young artist had painted a yellow oval on the ceiling of a 

gallery, and listed the primary ingredient as “spermicidal jelly,” a tongue-in-cheek critique of high 
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church minimalists, for whom every decision, including what materials to use, where, and when, verged 

on a sacrament. G. was mocking the reverence accorded to a certain sector of New Zealand 

abstraction, from Gordon Walters to Milan Mrksich to Stephen Bambury (not to mention Bambury’s 

German idol, that eternal sifter of yellow, Wolfgang Laib). And I smile fondly at G.’s impudence. 

G. loved Andres Serrano’s Piss Christ, a pendant of Christ on the cross, hung in a glass of the artist’s 

own urine and photographed in all its lambent glory. In William Burroughs’ My Education, there’s a 

dream passage in which the author realises with horror that he’s stuck in a lake which is actually made 

out of centuries of accumulated urine. He can’t get out of this “yellow stalemate where it is always late 

afternoon.”265 Which reminds me that G. had exceptionally good dream recall, and that his dreams 

often involved very specific colour sequences. And that Indian Yellow was an artist’s colour that was 

once made out of pure piss. The story has been recounted many times before, but in the state of Bihar, 

a certain township fed cows on nothing but mango-leaves, and heated the super-concentrated bovine 

urine until a solid was precipitated. The cows were in a state of ill-health, and so eventually the practice 

was banned. But connotations of piss, curry-coloured diarrhoea, and vomit, cling to yellow like a bad 

smell. 

*  

One day I was sitting with G. in the office of China Art Objects Galleries while my boyfriend was 

playing the turntables in the basement. G. started laughing because snatches of “Turning Japanese” by 

The Vapours started wafting up the stairwell. We chortled at this sophisticated, self-referential choice 

for a Japanese American DJ, sitting in the heart of L.A.’s Chinatown which, I wrote somewhere, was 

like Disneyland’s Toon Town, only seen through slanted eyes.  

It was when Van Gogh started turning Japanese that everything made sense, when he started seeing the 

world through yellow lenses, or through the single eyelids that Roland Barthes eulogises in his Empire of 

Signs (1970). Daniel Malone asked artist and make-up guru Denise Kum to give him prosthetic eyelids 

for the video Kum of Sum Yung Gai (1997). In the yellow-filtered opening sequence of his filmic 

magnum opus manqué, A Streetkid Named Desire (2004), Malone, sporting a Fu Manchu moustache 

smokes pot in a public toilet to slant his vision. But since his eyes aren’t sufficiently narrowed he uses 

his finger to pull back the skin, giving himself Asian eyes in the mirror. The entire cast of the film is 

made up of recent Asian immigrants to Auckland, except for Malone himself. Through their eyes, he 

re-imagines his own city, recreating Auckland as Asia.  
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Van Gogh wrote, “One’s sight changes; you see things with an eye more Japanese, you feel colour 

differently. The Japanese draw quickly, very quickly, like a lightning flash, because their nerves are finer, 

their feeling simpler.”266 

In order to effect this change, Van Gogh surrounds himself with Japanese prints: “My studio is not 

bad, especially as I have pinned a lot of little Japanese pictures on the wall, which amuse me very much: 

little women’s figures in gardens or on the beach, horsemen, flowers, knotty thorn branches.”267 The 

“amusement” accelerates into a full blown passion, an addiction, almost, as when he complains to Theo 

that “I find it dreadful sometimes not to be able to get hold of another lot of Japanese prints,”268 and 

frets about his outstanding account with his dealer, a man called Bing in Paris, who, even in times of 

extreme financial stress, Van Gogh begs his brother to continue buying from. 

Of Arles, he says, “Old chap, I feel as though I were in Japan.”269 He writes that he will have to 

evacuate his yellow studio for the countryside if there is an outbreak of cholera in the summer. He 

writes “I hope that later on other artists will rise up in this lovely country and do for it what the 

Japanese have done for theirs. I have no fear but that I shall always love this countryside. It is rather 

like Japanese art; once you love it, you never go back on it.” And then, in the very next sentence, 

conflating Japan, nature, and colours, all those “others”: “I am convinced that nature down here is what 

one needs to give one colour. And the painter of the future will be such a colourist as has never yet been.”270 

Van Gogh describes paintings he has completed as well as subjects for potential paintings, including 

this description of “A little town in the midst of a countryside all flowered over with yellow and purple, 

just – can’t you see it? – a Japanese dream.”271 Van Gogh essentialises his artistic models, in way which 

is both charming and shamefully paternalistic: “Come now, isn’t it almost an actual religion which these 

simple Japanese teach us, who live in nature as though they themselves were flowers?”272 
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In 1990, Kurosawa repaid Van Gogh’s compliment to Japan, by creating the vignette Crows within his 

episodic film Dreams. In this sequence, a Japanese man visits a European gallery, and becomes so 

entranced by the Van Gogh paintings, that he enters their reality. Pre-CGI, Kurosawa actually paints 

the landscape and costumes to resemble the high-key palette of the artist. His mild-mannered Japanese 

everyman runs through landscapes painted and drawn by Van Gogh, in order to attain some form of 

truth from the painter himself, who turns out to be an irascible, red-headed Martin Scorcese, American 

accent and all. But the brooding Chopin preludes and the beautiful landscapes more than make up for 

this aberration, while the inevitable suicide in a wheat field with mournfully swirling crows leaves the 

Japanese man right back where he started, in the gallery, deep in contemplation. 

Perhaps the suicide of Van Gogh which has so sealed his fame in the West is also what attracts this 

Japanese romanticism? It is, after all, the land of seppuku. Van Gogh, who shot himself in a field of 

wheat in the noonday sun, wrote: “Yesterday I began a little thing that I see from my window – a field 

of yellow stubble that they are ploughing. I have a canvas in my hand of a moonrise over the field, and 

am struggling with a canvas begun some days before my indisposition – a ‘Mower’. The study is all in 

yellow, terribly thickly painted, but the subject was fine and simple. For I see in this mower – a vague 

figure fighting like a devil in the midst of the heat to get to the end of his task – the image of death in 

the sense that humanity might be the corn he is reaping. So it is – if you like – the opposite to the 

sower I tried to do before. But there’s nothing sad in this death; it goes its way in broad daylight, with a 

sun flooding everything with a light of pure gold.”273 

*  

G. died, and it wasn’t a suicide and it wasn’t in a wheat field, it was an accidental overdose, in New 

York, where he had been wheeling and dealing and partying with the same vivacious, charming greed 

he applied to everything. G. who loved medical imagery and once photographed his friend Matthew 

Hyland’s scabrous foot with a coroner’s tag, wound up in the City of New York morgue with a tag on 

his toe, and, we tried to tell ourselves, with a smile on his face, if not from the temporary high, then for 

the eternal notoriety of overdosing at the peak of his career.  

When G. died, his wake packed out MoCA’s Geffen Contemporary wing. Curator Connie Butler said 

that G. was in love with L.A., and L.A. was in love with G. I guess I learned from G. that unbridled 

ambition is a kind of love, maybe even the kind of lofty, serious love Van Gogh talked about, the kind 

that leads to God.  

                                                
273 Ibid, 527. 
 



120 
 

When G.’s friends put together a CD, each individual dedicating a certain song to the dearly departed, I 

wasn’t invited to participate. If I had been, without doubt I would have chosen the Pixies’ “Monkey 

Gone to Heaven,” and not just because G.’s Chinese astrological sign was Monkey or because a little 

Chinese beaded coin purse in the shape of the Monkey God hanging on his wardrobe doorhandle was 

one of the few decorations in his sparse, dead-white studio apartment. I imagine him, on that puffle of 

cloud. He probably died with the same self-satisfied smile on his face as he had the last night he fell 

asleep in my arms. 
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They Sing in Ancient Green 

 

 

 

 

Is green the colour of love, or just the colour of my love? 

Green is the colour of the heart chakra, Anahatha, which is Sanskrit for unstruck, like a gong or drum 

which sounds without force, resonating with its own, intrinsic sound. In Tantric thought this unstruck 

sound is only heard by the yogi whose senses are withdrawn from the external and turned inward.274 

How strange the Hindu ancients chose green for the heart, that pulsing blood-pumping machine. In the 

West, hearts are always red, associated with roses and lipsticked mouths, the candified prettiness of St. 

Valentine’s Day, or the flaming tortured heart of Jesus, dripping blood. But never green – that would 

suggest green blood pulses in our veins, like Star Trek’s Mr. Spock, that we are thin-blooded creatures 

of logic, not passion. 

But green is the heart of the spectrum, if we start in red and end in violet. In the Mayan directional 

system, red was East, white was North, black was West, and yellow was South, but the centre was 

green, or more specifically yax, which could mean blue or green; blue/green, like our planet, at the 

epicentre of reality.275 

Green is at the centre of my system, not just because, as Terence McKenna warned, we need to “Go 

green or die!” but because my love loves green. I mean, really loves green. Green is the only colour he 

will abide, though he makes room for the occasional contrasts of orange or yellow. “Just as long as it’s 

citrus,” he says. I have never come across this kind of relationship to colour before. I know many 

colour lovers, but none so dedicated to a single hue. Like green itself, what McKenna calls “solid state” 

energy, my love is not budging on this (or on much else). He is certainly not budging from me.  

*  

It’s hard work being tied to someone. Linda Montano should know, she was tied to Tehching Hsieh for 

a whole year, by an 8-foot piece of rope. They did everything together, but never touched. The 
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performance began on July 4 1983 and ended on July 4 1984. I guess they chose Independence Day for 

a reason. 

Montano was an ex-nun and self-professed spiritual athlete who got high on self-denial. Hsieh was an 

art monk who lived inside a cell for a year. He lived on the streets for a year. He tied himself to 

Montano for a year. And he punched a clock hourly for a year (One year performance, 1980-81), shooting 

one frame of film each time he did so. In order to enhance the stop-motion passage of time, Hsieh 

started the year with a shaved head, and ended up with shoulder-length black hair. He wore a working 

man’s boiler suit, and though I’m sure he intended to look at the camera blankly, at moments in this 

filmic record there seems a baleful hatred in his dark eyes, hatred for the one-eyed beast to which he 

has enslaved himself, hatred toward the whole capitalist system of production he is parodying. “Man 

was born in time. He lives and dies in time. Wherever he goes, he takes time with him and imposes 

time.”276 

I wrote about She (2007), a hallucinatory collage by Peter Madden. “She is what happens when you take 

a psychoactive substance and look at the person you love. Sometimes this can happen without drugs. 

The person’s face shifts, flutters; it’s as though frames have been dropped in playback, and their visage 

jumps from place to place, altering subtly in tone, expression, and even age.”277 Perhaps this is what 

Kristeva meant when she talked about a “flood of representations”?278 Montano understood this multi-

faceted other, saying at the end of the Rope Piece, “Tehching is my friend, confidant, lover, son, 

opponent, husband, brother, playmate, sparring partner, mother, father, etc. The list goes on and on. 

There isn’t one word or one archetype that fits.”279 This is what Hsieh’s time clock film becomes, a 

fluttering, stuttering portrait – twitching through time, as though he was being electrocuted – of many 

people, though all of them are angry, greenish-tinted Asian men, black hair whipping about their faces 

as they stubbornly glare down Father Time. “The Egyptian called time ‘the everlasting green one.’”280 

And of course, I think of my own green-tinged Asian man, his stubbornness, and the invisible rope that 

ties us together. Hsieh, familiar with debilitating restriction, said of the performance “We become each 
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other’s cage,”281 while Montano said that thanks to the performance she was “much more comfortable 

with the negative.”282 And I understand, and agree, but then, Montano’s performance only lasted a year. 

Though stubborn Tehching talks in absolutes. “When we die it ends. Until then we are all tied up.”283 

* 

I know another artwork that shows the one in the many, or the many in the one, which is also green 

and about scanning the surface of faces/bodies over time. A Leaf by Jae Hoon Lee (2003) is a video 

collage of hundreds of leaves, scanned and melded together in such quick succession that they become 

one uberleaf. 

Lee doesn’t keep the leaves still; his camera pans up the spines so that as our eye rushes like salmon 

upstream, the leaves gush down, a waterfall of green, to a soundtrack of midsummer cicadas, a sound 

Van Gogh characterised as green; “the cicadas are singing fit to burst (...) here they still sing in ancient 

green.”284 There are rich green leaves, and yellowing leaves, hairy-stemmed leaves with traces of red, 

saw-toothed leaves and veined leaves which look like trees. Goethe understood the ur-nature of the 

leaf; “While walking in the Public Gardens of Palermo, it came to me in a flash that in the organ of the 

plant which we are accustomed to call the leaf lies the true Proteus who can hide or reveal himself in all 

vegetal forms. From first to last, the plant is nothing but leaf, which is so inseparable from the future 

germ that one cannot think of the one without the other.”285 

In the proto-environmental memoir Walden: Or life in the woods, Henry David Thoreau sees the leaf as 

the universal pattern of all things: “You find thus in the very sands an anticipation of the vegetable leaf. 

No wonder that the earth expresses itself outwardly in leaves, it so labours with the idea inwardly.”286 

To Thoreau, feathers are simply drier, thinner leaves; butterflies wings are leaves. “Even ice begins with 

delicate crystal leaves, as if it had flowed into moulds which the fronds of water-plants have impressed 

                                                
281 Grey and Grey, “The Year of the Rope,” Letters from Linda Montano, ed. Klein, 40. 
 
282 Ibid, 41. 
 
283 Ibid, 47. 
 
284 Van Gogh, Vincent, Dear Theo: The Autobiography of Vincent Van Gogh, edited by Irving Stone (New York: Doubleday), 
1946, 523. 
 
285 Goethe, Wolfgang Johannes, quoted in Bamford, Christopher, “Quilting Green Hermeticism: A Tissue of Texts and 
Tracings,” in Green Hermeticism, edited by Christopher Bamford (Massachusetts: Lindisfarne Books), 2007, 184. 
 
286 Thoreau, Henry David. Walden, Or Life in the Woods (New York: Dover Publications), 1995, 198. 
 



124 
 

on the watery mirror. The whole tree itself is but one leaf, and rivers are still vaster leaves whose pulp is 

intervening earth, and towns and cities are the ova of insects in their axils.”287 

Thoreau extols the eternal green of grass, which “flames up on the hillsides like a spring fire, as if the 

earth sent forth an inward heat to greet the returning sun; not yellow but green is the colour of its 

flame;—the symbol of perpetual youth, the grass-blade, like a long green ribbon, streams from the sod 

into the summer, checked indeed by the frost, but anon pushing on again, lifting its spear of last year’s 

hay with the fresh life below. (...) So our human life but dies down to its root, and still puts forth its 

green blade to eternity.”288 The ancient Egyptian, Van Gogh and Thoreau all see green as ancient, 

everlasting, eternal: the colour that outlives all others. 

*  

My love loves his bicycle, and I love that Jesús Sepúlveda called bicycles “engineering based on the 

human heart.”289 Perhaps this explains why, every time I ride, I feel a lightness and expansiveness in my 

chest, where Anahatha, that green machine, resides. Sepúlveda, a green anarchist from Chile who lives 

in Oregon, that greenest of states, wrote a book called The Garden of Peculiarities, in which difference is 

visioned as the opening of petals in a utopian planetary garden where reification and capitalism give 

way to the guiding principles of tenderness and daily carnival. 

Sepúlveda is pro-vegetarian, not a guaranteed stance among green anarchists, witness Peter Lamborn 

Wilson who asks “Are vegetarians and vegans refusing to act like animals by not killing and eating other 

animals?”290 Hey, herbivores are animals too! But Wilson continues, “Perhaps there is a kind of 

Cartesianism at work here, a split between the Cogito and the soulless beasts? ‘I don’t like animals and I 

don’t want them in my mouth,’ as a veggie friend once told me. Gnostic Dualists practiced 

vegetarianism not because they loved animals or considered fleshly animality too sacred, but because 

they attributed it to cosmic evil. They longed to ‘rise above the flesh’ as pure spirit; their Perfecti 

stopped eating altogether, yearning for the ‘Consolation’ of a slow holy suicide.”291 
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I have met vegetarians and especially vegans who I have suspected of wanting an excuse to starve 

themselves slowly, or to refuse participation in the social intercourse that is sealed by food. I have also 

been surprised by the very patrician attitudes towards vegetarianism in India, where the karmic destiny 

of the person preparing your food can infect your spiritual purity. But both my love and I were born in 

the Year of the Pig and we will eat anything that hasn’t suffered en route to our plates. I made my 

decision at the age of twelve, while slicing up sheep hearts for the cats’ dinner. It was my mother’s idea 

to feed them these organs. I even have queasy memories of her serving boiled hearts by candle light for 

us humans to dine on. I doubt she was thinking of the heart chakra, but perhaps there were some trace 

elements to be had in this sanguinary repast. My mother loved kidneys, livers and tongues. Blood 

pudding was a breakfast treat. But as twelve-year-old me hacked away at the cardio-vascular organ of 

the sheep, I could feel my own heart beating inside me, pumping the blood around my body, keeping 

me alive. It felt like an Aztec sacrifice, with stainless steel replacing obsidian. I was a reluctant priestess, 

dropping red chunks onto newspaper for our feline horde to devour. This heart was too close to my 

own, and to other humans’. How could I be sure it wasn’t? I could be a murderer carving up the 

evidence. I had blood on my hands. 

The final straw was an episode of That’s Incredible, when, running short on genuine novelty, the plastic 

hosts invited a man to eat live crabs in front of the studio audience. He bit into their crunchy carapaces 

as they waved their legs in agony and the audience hooted and squealed. I decided I could no longer 

participate in the orgy of brutality known as normal human behaviour. 

“When the ancestors emerged from the bowels of the earth they were, according to Osage tradition, 

divided into two groups, one peace-loving, vegetarian and associated with the left side and the other 

warlike, carnivorous and associated with the right.”292 

My left-handed love also became vegetarian as a teen, the day his beloved dog died, promising to never 

again eat something that could understand tenderness (as can dogs, cats, birds, rabbits, cows, pigs, 

sheep, goats, chickens, horses, and definitely dolphins, though I’m not sure about crabs). “The only 

common factor to all the peculiarities there are on earth is tenderness. (...) without tenderness and love, 

no revolution can be possible.”293 
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Like the Osage, Nietzsche’s Zarathustra associated war and peace with meat and veggies, respectively: 

“My virile food taketh effect, my strong and savoury sayings: and verily, I did not nourish them with 

flatulent vegetables! But with warrior-food, with conqueror food: new desires did I awaken.”294 

As Jane Bennett illuminates in “Edible Matter,” Thoreau’s observations of nature in Walden’s woods 

bring him to the opposite conclusion. Glimpsing a woodchuck, he is tempted to seize and devour the 

bird raw “for that wildness he represented.”295 But Thoreau questions this reasoning, asking whether 

something once alive can transmute its life force in death, or whether in fact what ends up being 

transmitted is death and decay itself. I remember the burned-out cathedral of the chicken carcass after 

our weekly roast, a nightmare necropolis sitting in pools of fat that could have been dreamed by H.R. 

Giger. “Thoreau ultimately concludes that ‘devouring’ wild flesh does not in fact result in his own 

vitalization, but in the mortification – the rotting – of his imagination.”296 

Lack of imagination is illustrated by one of the local farmers he comes across, who tells him “You 

cannot live on vegetable food solely, for it furnishes nothing to make bones with.” Needless to say, this 

meat-eating man employs sturdy oxen to do the work he is not built for, “which, with vegetable-made 

bones, jerk him and his lumbering plough along in spite of every obstacle."297 Elephants, rhinos, and 

mountain gorillas build fearsome bones out of flatulent vegetables. 

Sepúlveda argues that humans were never meant to be carnivorous, bringing all the old arguments to 

the fore – molars for grinding grain, long intestines like herbivores, and apparently, skin with pores is a 

dead giveaway, as carnivores sweat through their tongues. He says that the fact that we still indulge in 

barbecues is a form of “metabolic inertia owing to a diet imposed ancestrally for symbolic reasons.” 

Unlike Wilson, who suggests vegetarians want to distance themselves from animals, Sepúlveda thinks it 

is the act of eating dead animals which achieves this: “When the eater eats nonhuman meat, the reward 

is the status of human.”298 Likewise, cannibalism used to serve a symbolic function, one which we have 

learned to live without, though perhaps we subsume its meaning into other cultural enactions. 

Wilson and McKenna lament the passing of homo sapiens from the hunter gatherer to the agriculturist. 

This is where things started to go wrong: “...once one learns how to grow plants one’s gods shift from 
                                                
294 Nietzsche, Friedrich, quoted in Bennett, Jane, “Edible Matter,” New Left Review 45, (May June 2007), 139. 
 
295 Ibid, 141. 
 
296 Ibid. 
 
297 Thoreau, Walden, 5. 
 
298 Sepúlveda, Garden of Peculiarities, 82. 
 



127 
 

the ecstatic gods of the hallucinogens to the corn god or the food god, and life is no longer about 

divining the hunt and the weather through the ecstatic use of hallucinogens. Rather it becomes about 

being able to get up every morning and go to work and hoe the crop.”299 

Wilson asks, “is agriculture somehow responsible for the emergence of hierarchy and expropriation? 

Was agriculture a mistake from the point of the Social?”300 Work only begins with agriculture, an 

invention that leads “relentlessly onward toward food factories, irradiated milk, tasteless vegetables, 

hormone-distorted meat, the privatization of the entire biosphere and of course seven more years of 

famine.”301 

So the vegetarian lifestyle is implicated in the domestication of mankind, while the continued 

consumption of the flesh of other creatures is our only remaining vestige of wildness? This might make 

sense if people really did hunt, instead of factory farming animals, pumping them full of hormones as 

they live out their lives in cramped cages filled with their own effluent. The only wild response to such 

institutionalised horror is non-compliance – denying participation in a ritual that has become 

meaningless and barbaric. 

In Eric Rohmer’s film Le Rayon Vert (The Green Ray), (1986), Delphine is young, recently dumped and at 

a loose end in Paris over summer. Slightly superstitious, she finds a green playing card in the street, and 

decides that green will be her colour for the year. She travels to Cherbourg to stay with friends, but 

spends most of her time wandering in the woods, and trying to defend her vegetarianism to her 

sceptical companions. She’s the odd one out, so she returns to Paris, then travels to Biarritz, but revolts 

against the shallow antics of sex-hungry singles she meets there. She does, though, overhear a 

conversation on the beach, about the phenomenon of the green ray, or green flash that occurs when 

one watches the sun set over the sea. 

Leaving Biarritz, she meets a young man at the train station, and impulsively, decides to stay to watch 

the green flash with him. The final sequence is the sun sinking into the sea; a green ray envelops the 

screen. 

Some might find Delphine irritating. Certainly she is neurotic, a misfit, regularly bursting into tears, 

running away from social situations, and blurting embarrassing phrases like “lettuce is my friend.” But I 
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understand the loneliness Delphine feels in staying true to her principals. The people around her are 

perfectly normal and nice. They don’t victimise her. But neither do they understand her. It is hard being 

a social animal with anti-social ideas. Being vegetarian, and childfree by choice, my radical abstinence 

puts green glass walls between me and my friends. I want to feel fellowship with humanity, but my only 

fellowship is with other misfits, other conscientious objectors. 

Even William Burroughs, with his gun-toting, thin-lipped a-morality, turned a rich shade of green 

before he died, penning a short, heartbreaking story of lemur massacre on Madagascar. Might the 

desiccated Burroughs himself, with no time for faddishness, hippiedom or sentimentality, have 

considered vegetarianism? He asks: “Did Homo Sap think other animals were there just for him to eat? 

Apparently. Bulldozers are destroying the rain forests, the cowering lemurs and flying foxes, the singing 

Kloss’s gibbons, which produce the most beautiful and variegated music of any land animal, and the 

gliding colugo lemurs, which are helpless on the ground. All going, to make way for more and more 

devalued human stock, with less and less wild spark, the priceless ingredient – energy into matter. A 

vast mud-slide of soulless sludge.”302 

*  

One of my favourite childhood books was called But where is the Green Parrot? by Wanda and Thomas 

Zacharias. Readers were invited to find the parrot, camouflaged in trees, or in a bouquet of flowers. For 

green can be an unassuming colour, though sometimes cheeky, like a parrot. 

The kea is exceptionally cheeky, a mountain parrot that will destroy your tent or your car with its sharp 

beak, just for fun. Even the kakapo, the giant nocturnal ground parrot, horribly close to extinction, 

proved not to be the retiring type when it tried to mate with Mark Carwardine’s head in a Stephen Fry 

documentary. Our parrots – kaka, kakapo and kea – are the oldest living forms of parrots on the planet, 

veritable ur-parrots. Paul Carter imagines the world before the advent of talking monkeys, saying “This 

lost, pre-linguistic world is not speechless, enveloped in eerie silence. It is alive with the primary colours 

of language, clicks, squawks and whistles, the ‘first scream of the flesh,’ a kind of all-speak.”303 

D.H. Lawrence wrote, “in the beginning it was not a Word, but a chirrup.”304 This world thrived in 

Aotearoa until comparatively recently, a world that New Zealand painter Bill Hammond reawakens 
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with his dripping, seething landscapes populated by bird-headed creatures that wait for their doom, 

relaxed, playing pool in Hawaiian shirts, or else alert, in stiff profile, like Egyptian deities with 

numbered days. 

Carter suggests that “We persist in thinking that parrots merely mimic us, when their mimicry is a way 

of telling us that we are mimics.”305 Parrots are the totem for humans devoted to language, not to 

mention language devoted to colour. But the word psittacine, of or relating to the family of Psittacidae, 

has come to mean the ability to talk without knowing or understanding. According to Carter, the 

etymology is from the Greek psittakos via the ancient Sanskrit suka, which is still the word for the 

common green parrot in India today.306 Kama, the Indian god of love, rides a green parrot. Like cupid, 

he shoots arrows causing affection affliction, or tenderness, only his arrows are made with sugarcane, and 

the bowstring is a line of bees. 

According to Alexander Theroux, Toulouse-Lautrec considered green parrots to be a symbol of evil, 

drawing them compulsively as a result.307 Strange, because the sight of green parrots nesting in India’s 

ancient architecture, or flying like green arrows through Australian trees, gives me nothing but joy, as if 

I’d been stung by one of Kama’s sugary arrows, whereas Toulouse-Lautrec, as far as I’m concerned, has 

something of the demon in him. I used to hate early mornings when staying with my Grandparents. 

Waking in my Grandmother’s study, which she covered with copies of her favourite paintings, I was 

confronted with Toulouse-Lautrec’s Moulin Rouge – La Goulue (1891). While the colourful cancan dancer 

lifts her leg centre stage, the foreground features a cadaverous man, all hook-nose and pointy-chin, like 

a male witch. With his tipsy top hat and outsize hands in ghostly, grasping grey, he was the ultimate 

symbol of evil, and I could not wait another second for my grandparents to wake up and save me from 

the sight of him with offers to share toast with lime marmalade in Grandma’s bed. 

Carter sends up the ur-word Ka, the Ancient Egyptian spirit double, or the first word of Hindu 

mythology, which becomes “the parrot’s own squawked ca-ca – Italian baby-talk for ‘poo.’”308 In pun-

riddled Maori, kaka is both shit and parrot. But, as the somewhat derogatory connotations of psittacine 

alert us, humans prefer their animals dumb. Scientists are at a loss to explain how some parrots seem to 

defy their psittacine natures by having what appear to be meaningful conversations with their owners, 

with vocabularies of words that can number in the hundreds. 
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Animal intelligence is something we’re only willing to bequeath to mammals; birds’ round, flat eyes – 

which, with little black beads swimming in an opaque lake of white, mimic their own kaka – seem 

devoid of any consciousness at all, and make a mockery of our own limpid “windows to the soul.” But 

Thoreau found pure intelligence in the eyes of a young partridge, experiencing darshan – communion 

with the divine – through this simple window:  

“The remarkably adult yet innocent expression of their open and serene eyes is very memorable. All 

intelligence seems reflected in them. They suggest not merely the purity of infancy, but a wisdom 

clarified by experience. Such an eye was not born when the bird was, but is coeval with the sky it 

reflects. The woods do not yield another such gem.”309 There is clearly an intelligence shared between 

Thoreau and the bird, just as there is intelligence which unfurls in a baroque profusion of leaves. 

Michael Pollan writes that “...the flowering garden is a place you immediately sense is thick with 

information, thick as a metropolis, in fact,”310 while McKenna notes that “The matted floor of a 

tropical rain forest is an environment of great chemical diversity; the topology approaches that of brain 

tissue in its complexity.”311 

The Secret Life of Plants (1973) is the apogee of the Western understanding of the Vegetable Mind. 

Written by Christopher Bird, a science journalist who served in the US Army, and Peter Tompkins, a 

war correspondent and secret service officer, this is pop science at its weirdest and most wonderful. 

They start gently, enumerating various botanical wonders, such as that a eucalypt can grow as high as 

an Egyptian pyramid, that a walnut can produce 100,000 nuts in a season, and that Indian liquorice 

trees can predict cyclones.312 They go on to discuss Cleve Backster, a polygraph expert whose pot plants 

reacted at home when he showed their images during slide lecture tours, or Pierre Paul Sauvin, a 

scientist from New Jersey who “hooked his plants to an oscilloscope, a big electronic green eye with a 

figure eight of light whose loops changed shape as the current from plant varied, making patterns much 

like the fluttering of the wings of a butterfly.”313 Sauvin found that plants reacted strongly when he hurt 

himself, and “on holiday with a girlfriend at his cottage he established that his plants, eighty miles away, 

would react with very high peaks on the tone oscillator to the acute pleasure of sexual climax, going 

right off the top at the moment of orgasm. 
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“All of which was very interesting and could be turned into a commercially marketable device for 

jealous wives to monitor their philandering husbands, by means of a potted begonia...”314 This is 

possibly the best segue in the history of the published word! The Secret Life of Plants is filled with sex; 

vegetable and animal, telepathy, and even a sort of telekinesis:  

“To include his beloved plants in a worthwhile gadget, attractive to car and home owners, Sauvin 

worked out a system whereby a man returning on a snowy night could approach his garage and signal 

his pet philodendron to open the doors.”315 

The book’s more outlandish claims are written in a language of dry reportage which makes them all the 

more surreal:  

In a room near Maida Vale there is an unfortunate carrot strapped to the table of an unlicensed vivisector. Wires pass 

through two glass tubes full of a white substance; they are like two legs, whose feet are buried in the flesh of the carrot. 

When the vegetable is pinched with a pair of forceps, it winces. It is so strapped that its electric shudder of pain pulls the 

long arm of a very delicate lever which actuates a tiny mirror. This casts a beam of light on the frieze at the other end of 

the room, and thus enormously exaggerates the tremor of the carrot. A pinch near the right-hand tube sends the beam 

seven or eight feet to the right, and a stab near the other wire sends it far to the left. Thus can science reveal the feelings of 

even so stolid a vegetable as the carrot.316 

In 2005, Helga Fassonaki and I pretended to experiment with plants. We wanted to create the look and 

feel of the lab, wearing white coats, and plunging copper wires into the soil of pot plants, attaching the 

other ends to our temples and attempting some sort of mind-meld. We weren’t the only artists to be 

inspired by the pseudo-science of the Secret Life of Plants. As part of the GardenLAb Experiment, in Los 

Angeles, 2004, Matias Viegener and David Burns unveiled their Corn Study, in which corn plants were 

played audio tracks, while electric fans were set behind open books so that they could “carry knowledge 

through the air like pollen.”317 For, as Thoreau asked rhetorically while gardening in Walden, “What 

shall I learn of beans or beans of me?”318 Thoreau describes his pottering among plants and soil as 
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“dabbling like a plastic artist in the dewy and crumbling sand…”319 which confirms my suspicion that 

gardening is a form of art. Or perhaps it is more accurate to say that we “curate” plants (Tim Flannery 

used this term in The Future Eaters, with reference to Aboriginal Australian practices with plants). That 

would mean the plants themselves are the works of art. As Wilson concludes, “the only possible avant 

garde is the avant garden.”320 

In The Botany of Desire, Pollan has an epiphany that it may be the plants, and not the gardener, in control: 

“All these plants, which I’d always regarded as the objects of my desire, were also, I realised, subjects, 

acting on me, getting me to do things for them they couldn’t do for themselves.”321 He says that, “We 

automatically think of domestication as something we do to other species, but it makes just as much 

sense to think of it as something certain plants and animals have done to us, a clever evolutionary 

strategy for advancing their own interests. The species that have spent the last ten thousand or so years 

figuring out how best to feed, heal, clothe, intoxicate, and otherwise delight us have made themselves 

some of nature’s greatest success stories.”322 And that “...in a coevolutionary relationship, every subject 

is also an object, every object a subject.”323 

Viegener and Burns were no doubt referencing the utopian science of The Secret Life of Plants, but they 

were also paying tribute to Californian conceptual doyen John Baldessari, who made a video called 

Teaching a Plant the Alphabet in 1972. And Baldessari was referring to Joseph Beuys’ ineffably poetic 

performance, How to Explain Pictures to a Dead Hare, from 1965. The great divide between the languaged 

and the un-languaged is, in Baldessari’s video, made tenderly manifest. A small pot plant is shown 

alphabet flashcards by the artist, and the letter in question is intoned over and over, in a voice both 

patient and patronising, like every teacher and parent. Repetition is the key to retention, but surely this 

is futile, delusional, and also horribly paternalistic? Why would plants want or need our language? They 

have far more ancient, subtle networking systems than our clumsy monkey chatter. And yet, there’s 

something beautiful about this interspecies outreach. It is, at least, an attempt at communication, albeit 

a wry, tongue-in-cheek one. 

*  
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Pollan devoted a chapter to corn in the American diet in his next book, The Omnivore’s Dilemma. He 

catalogues the sad debasement of the original indigenous claim of the Aztecs and Mayans, to being 

“men of maize,” into a society where refined corn products are in almost all food (and some non-food) 

items on the supermarket shelves. Perhaps corn really is in control, as it has humans modify it 

genetically to be ever more productive, ever more omnipresent. 

In the Guatemalan classic Men of Maize by Miguel Angel Asturias (1949), the ancient Mayan injunction 

that the bodies of men and maize are one, is being disregarded as peasants abuse the crop for profit. I 

read the book expecting it to be full of yellow corncobs and golden fields, but in fact the whole book is 

saturated with green. Men of Maize is so full of vegetal metaphor; the reader is never sure what is plant, 

what is human, what is animal, mineral, or mechanical. In Asturias’s world, flesh is earthy and green is 

sexy. The skin of peasant women’s breasts is “the same colour as the rain-washed earth. The black part 

around the nipple. The nipple moist with milk. The breast weighing down, to give suck to the rain-

soaked earth. Yes, the earth was a huge nipple, one enormous breast to which every peon was fastened, 

hungry for harvest, for milk with the real taste of woman’s milk, the way the maize stalks taste when 

you chew them young and tender.”324 

People are plants: “Postmen are sons of the chayote. Chayote vines run and run and run.”325 Soldiers 

seem “to be made not of flesh, but of green tomatoes, vegetables, edible things.”326 A thin old man is 

“like sugar cane, you can count the knots of his bones.”327 Well-worn heels are “hard as green avocado 

skin.”328 A tired body is “like a bruised mango,”329 while an energetic body possesses a “feeling of 

ferocity” in “flesh of unripened sapodilla.”330 

Animals are plants: an owl has “lettuce wings, ribbed with little veins of banana pith.”331 A goat’s teats 

are like “small begonia flowers,”332 while an old dog is “raised high on the fur onions of its paws.”333 To 
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really confuse things, a man becoming a coyote has a tail “the colour of a rotting quince,”334 with “teeth 

from a cob of white maize.”335 

Human artefacts are plants: guns are loaded “with seeds of darkness,”336 while a pauper sports “clothes 

thin as tomato skins.”337 Even the atmosphere itself is plant-like: “The sky, the air, the houses, 

everything the colour of prickly pear”338 while night, darkness, is depicted as a female entity with “black 

watermelon teeth.”339 

This alchemical transubstantiation of matter, the fusing and collusion of worlds considered divisible by 

science and reason, is summed up by the folk wisdom that says that “animal blood turns vegetable 

before it turns to earth, and that’s why you turn green soon after you die.”340 In other words, we are all 

part of what McKenna refers to as “the archaic matrix of vegetable intelligence that is the Overmind of 

the planet.”341 Asturias crystallises this vegetable matrix into a living emerald city, like Thoreau’s gem-

producing woods: 

 

The sunlight was spilling into the interior through an immensely high gorge like falling water, and as it fell further inside, 

over his head, it was still like water, water, water, but static water, water frozen in diamonds, an ecstasy of diamonds. 

And not only from above, from below too there came a strange vegetation of crystals. It was like being inside a pearl. At 

times the light from the gorge, no doubt as the sun shone more strongly outside, passed through the densely woven dome of 

trees covering the lofty skylights, and that world which only a moment before was formed of diamonds turned into the green 

night of the emerald, night of lizards, and the cold sleep of lianas. First spirals of lime green, and then pure emeralds.342 
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Thai filmmaker Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s dreamlike film Morakot (Emerald), 2007, is named after 

the disused hotel in which it takes place. There is no action, simply blurred images of light streaming 

through windows, and hundreds of computer-generated dust motes, which float like fairies across the 

screen, as the female narrator talks of a “flower that you smell and remember your past lives.” Which 

reminds me that Asturias says those who drink rainwater “dream of greens they have never seen, 

journeys they have never made, paradises they have had and lost.”343 

*  

Burroughs’ Ghost of Chance is about a paradise not so much lost as bludgeoned to death. The first blow 

was struck when the nature god Pan died, according to Burroughs, on December 25, year Zero A.D. 

“And what is Panic? The realisation that everything is alive. 

The great god Pan is dead.”344 

Like Asturias, Burroughs visions a world in which the animal and the vegetal copulate and mutate in 

ways both liberating and terrifying. Diseases turn people into plants – roots burrowing through 

intestines while a skull becomes “a flowerpot for stunning brain orchids that grow over dead eyes and 

idiot face while the skin slowly toughens into bark.”345 All of which sounds like a Richard Orjis 

photomontage, as the artist attempts to resurrect, via Photoshopped photoshoots of hot boys smeared 

in mud, the great god Pan. 

But the over-poppylated brain of Burroughs is able to imagine things even the pen of Asturias, the 

Photoshop wand of Orjis, or the scalpel of collagist Peter Madden would struggle to conjure, such as 

this catalogue of extinct species: “A plant man who grows from one place to another, festooned with 

lethal orchids and stinging vines; an electric-eel man, six feet of sleek brown-purple with mud-cool 

green-brown eyes: both hermaphroditic, fertilizing themselves and giving birth... A vegetable 

consciousness that moves through the forest, feeling its way into trees and vines and orchids, and looks 

like a green jellyfish floating in a green medium... A dog creature with a vine tail and thorn teeth... 

Intelligent birds, of a light porous texture, like sponges...”346 
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And then, perhaps echoing Wilson’s suspicion that vegetarians are Cartesians, desperate to divest 

themselves of bodily, earthly reality, Burroughs imagines a sect of "Green People" who develop 

photosynthesis, “converging in calm green swirls and eddies. Some take to water, develop gills, and live 

on algae. Some nourish themselves on odors, which they breathe in through pores that they can open 

to the size of a match head. Others eat light and colour so that their bodies finally melt into light.”347 

Burroughs communed with plant consciousness via a refined extract of the opium poppy. McKenna 

was a connoisseur of psilocybin, found in so-called “magic” mushrooms, and Dimethyltryptamine, or 

DMT, found in the ayahuasca vine concoctions of Amazonian shamans. As McKenna pointed out, 

DMT is a molecule already existing in the human brain, therefore the plant enables a kind of self-

knowledge. 

McKenna wrote a manifesto for greening human consciousness called “Plan, Plant, Planet,” which first 

appeared in the Fall 1989 issue of the Whole Earth Review. The first step in embracing the “gnosis of the 

vegetable mind – the Gaian collectivity of organic life” was to re-embrace the archetype of the Goddess 

and feminise culture. “Green Consciousness means recognizing that the real division between the 

masculine and the feminine is not a division between men and women but rather a division between 

ourselves as conscious animals – omnivorous, land-clearing, war makers, supreme expression of the 

yang – and the circumglobal mantle of vegetation – the ancient metastable yin element that constitutes 

by far the major portion of the biomass of the living earth.”348 

The second step is “inwardness,” being the characteristic approach of the vegetable as opposed to 

animal existence. “The animals move, migrate, and swarm, while plants hold fast. Plants live in a 

dimension characterized by the solid state, the fixed, and the enduring. If there is movement in the 

consciousness of plants then it must be the movement of spirit and attention in the domain of the 

vegetal imagination.” I think of my devastatingly shy love, hikikomori, and of the Buddha achieving 

enlightenment by sitting very still for a very long time, perhaps, not surprisingly, under a tree. 

A group of Thai priests wrapped saffron robes around rainforest trees and ordained them to be 

Buddhist monks in order to stop logging,349 an act of associative magic or perhaps downright 

pragmatism that makes Anahatha burst with hope and hopelessness. 
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Cops and Commercials 

 

 

 

 

Blue, blue, why is it when I think of you I see, not fathomless sea or sky, but a policeman, barring the 

way of my imagination? Why is it, when I look at the blue flames of the peacock’s tail that I think, not 

of illumination, but of advertising, and not just of the flaming fruits, flowers and feathers of nature but 

of inane billboards and radio jingles? How is it that this most cosmic of colours is infected with 

everyday drudgery, so much that I want to call this chapter about iridescence – peacocks, paua and 

glowworms – the unfairly pedestrian “Cops and Commercials”? 

 

Though I advocate for inclusivity, I’m inexorably attracted to the language and drama of fierce 

dualisms. As soon as I think of blue, I think “boy” and the “girl” in me rises like Kundalini, the kohl-

eyed girl-snake, and hisses. And this with the knowledge that the gender-assigned colours, blue for boys 

and pink for girls, is a relatively recent affectation (post World War II), and that, in 1918, pink was 

being recommended for boys, as the baby version of warlike, masculine red! 

 

I’m not alone in us-and-them assignations, though. Even after taking LSD hundreds (thousands?) of 

times, Timothy Leary still saw the world in terms of a timeless, cosmological battle between “the 

overground and the underground,” “the drop-outs and the cop-outs.”350 The establishment is 

“officious, federal, rational, organized, uniformed, at times grim, at times smug in its apparent control 

of external power – metal, machines, weapons.” These are the cops, the boys in blue, while the multi-

coloured hippie underground is “loose, sloppy, foolish, tenacious, private, at time joyous, at times 

paranoid. Protected by its camouflage, conspiratorial laughter, the knowing glance, the facade of 

poverty, long hair, out-of-fashion dress, the covert subtle gesture, the double meaning, sustained by its 

access to inner power – touch, taste, sensual connexions, laughter, smell, moist contact, ecstasy.”351 

 

But why is blue so bloody hard? Why did it take me the better part of a year to start writing about my 

least favourite part of the spectrum? Is it because blue is always the sober sign of law and order? 

Moses’s tablets emblazoned with words of the bearded skyfather, were said to be made of blue sapphire 
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(more likely lapis lazuli).352 Even the wild Britons, stained blue with woad, are now forever associated 

with Mel Gibson in Braveheart, that self-appointed Christian watchdog and “sheriff of Malibu.” For 

many years, the uniforms worn by British bobbies were died blue with woad.353 Men paint themselves 

blue on both sides of the fence. 

 

Even Yves Klein’s trademarked International Klein Blue – a gorgeous, deep, powdery azure – not to 

mention his buying and selling of imaginary space, his tugging around naked women covered in blue 

paint, and his leap into the void – reeks machismo. Klein is universally adored, but even one of his 

champions queries the necessity for IKB to put a patent on freedom, to commodify transcendence.354 

 

Daniel Malone made much of boy’s own blue, performing in the early 90s in fatigues bleus, trophies from 

a trip to Paris, talking about Baudelaire and Benjamin on a cold spring evening in Albert Park, a little 

boy dreaming about being one of the big boys. And later, when he broke and entered all those 

abandoned buildings, blowing up blue balloons in the dark, little patches of sky among the debris, and 

took photos, the flash being the only time he illuminated the interior long enough to tell where he was, 

well yes, he was just leaving traces, his own, and Duchamp’s, and Klein’s, just like any tomcat leaves 

traces on territory. And yes, even William Burroughs hallucinating blue in the Amazon, written up in a 

chapter by Michael Taussig in his colour book called “A Beautiful Blue Substance Flows Into Me,” 

even this blue still seems cold and hard, the blue of a misogynist junkie, who, in spite of all his 

protestations, still aligns with the blue of the masculine sky god rather than the green/brown/red of 

earth and blood. I cannot dissociate this blue from conformity and control. 

 

And Burroughs himself appears to agree with me! In Ah Pook is Here, a short, hallucinatory text 

deciphering Mayan codices, the anti-hero is one Mr. Hart, a racist misanthropic miser of immortality 

which is rather cruelly predicated on the mortality of others. Contempt affords him a “mineral calm” 

and he is addicted to “a certain brain frequency, a little blue note.” This “cool blue frequency” results 

from “making hands tremble and sweat, from feeling the dear meritorious poor wriggle and slobber 
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under his feet, from making people feel ugly and grinding their faces in it...” In junkie’s parlance, 

Burroughs says “Blue note fixes him right, just swim in it forever.”355 As a man cowers like a frightened 

dog, “Mr. Hart lights up with blue junk cold and blue as liquid air.”356 Blue, air, and money, just as for 

Klein, are intertwined; Mr. Hart sits in a “blue mist of vaporized bank notes.”357 

 

So what does it mean, then, when Burroughs writes that a “beautiful blue substance flows into me” 

when he ingests ayahuasca in the jungle? Is it the cool beauty of immortality predicated on the mortality 

of others? 

 

I don’t get that sharp whiff of masculinity from Terence McKenna’s goofy portrayal of his own time on 

those same drugs in that same dense jungle. He writes about blue, too, but about shifting, cavorting 

colours, about “the diffraction of light that occurs in natural phenomena such as rainbows, peacock 

feathers, certain insects, and the colours that appear on surfaces of some metals during heating” noting 

that these colours are “persistent motifs within a particular stage of the alchemical opus. The cauda 

pavonis (the peacock’s tail) is the brief stage that heralds the final whitening.”358 McKenna, who collected 

big blue butterflies in his big white net, uses his “exotic intuition” aided by continual ingestion of the 

potent jungle vine to associate iridescence in nature with the presence of hallucinogenic compounds. 

 

It’s true that later on in Ah Pook is Here, Burroughs mixes up his blue with its archetypal other, pink, 

and creates a fantasy world of boys with girl’s names who swallow poison and shapeshift across a 

(presumably) blue sky: 

 

The tree house is made of blue and pink substances like translucent larval flesh. Audrey is surrounded by faces with 

phosphorescent metal scars, twisted with mineral lusts, eyes sputtering blue flashes. They pass him a blue fruit that pulses 

in his hand and leaps to his lips like a magnet. As he bites into the fruit in ecstatic surrender, a reek of ozone and a sweet 

metal taste burn through his body. His thighs and buttocks, nipples and neck, blush a bright peacock blue. A soft tingling 

noose around his chest moves up to the neck and he goes off riding across the sky on a gallows that turns into a horse 
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tearing whinnies through his body. A blue egg growing from his spine pops butterflies blue birds and strange-winged 

creatures over the ruined suburbs where screaming crowds run below him.359 

 

It’s strange, my ambivalence to blue, given that my favourite colour is blue, or at least, a large part 

thereof: turquoise is neither blue nor green but the better parts of both. Faber Birren has something to 

say about the “finical nature” of people like me who prefer intermediate colours “such as blue-green,” 

for “average people like simple colours; when the preference is at all fastidious, the person is one who 

may not get along well with others.”360 

 

Turquoise means Turkish in French, and like a lot of things ascribed to that lucky country, turquoise 

wasn’t really Turkish at all, but probably Persian in origin.361 I’m also thinking of the turkey bird, that 

symbol of the New World dressed up in syllables of the old. According to Christine E. Jackson in 

Peacock, it was the introduction of the turkey into Europe that saved the poor old peacock from many a 

pie. Suddenly, the rather tough peafowl from India was appreciated for its plumage, not its meat. 

 

Natives of the Americas understand turkeys and turquoise. Mesoamericans knew that this opaque, alert 

and insistent stone was the property of the gods, and was thought to emit smoke.362 This sky-colour, 

found in the earth, was also present in dense jungles, flitting through trees: the prized feathers of the 

quetzal bird. Righteous living, according to the Aztec, would transform the psyche into a quetzal 

feather of iridescent turquoise.363  

 

On a different continent, the iridescent blue-green of the peacock feather drove Isaac Newton to 

distraction. He who had conquered the rainbow with a prism could not decode the magic of an Indian 

feather. While he guessed correctly that light might be refracting through layers, as it did on the floor of 

a glass factory covered in sparkling slivers, he didn’t have access to the theory of light travelling as a 

wave, and its subsequent overlapping in peaks and troughs. Apparently, the eyes in the peacock’s tail 

                                                
359 Burroughs, Ah Pook is Here, 59. 
 
360 Birren, Faber, Colour Psychology and Colour Therapy: A Factual Study of the Influence of Colour on Human Life (New Hyde Park, 
New York: University Books), 1961, 172. 
 
361 Finlay, Victoria, Colour: Travels Through the Paintbox (London: Sceptre), 2002, 474. 
 
362 Saunders, Nicholas J., “A Dark Light: Reflections on Obsidian in Mesoamerica.” World Archaeology Vol. 33, No. 2 (Oct., 
2001), 221. 
 
363 Saunders, Nicholas J., “Biographies of Brilliance: Pearls, Transformations of Matter and Being, c. AD 1492,” World 
Archaeology, Vol. 31, No. 2 (Oct., 1999), 245. 
 



141 
 

feather are made of photonic crystals, and very large computers are required to break down this optical 

trickery.364 

 

But why would you want to “break down” optical trickery anyway? Why not immerse yourself in it, as 

with the Mayan warrior class who wore elaborate headdresses of quetzal feathers? Maya were one of 

many races that did not distinguish verbally between blue and green. Their word for blue-green (what 

comparative psychologists have agreed to call the awful “grue”365) was yax. Zippy, zappy yax “connotes 

a sense of freshness, newness, and, because of its vegetal basis, ‘moistness’ or, in aquatic settings, 

‘clearness.’”366 I agree with the Maya, because when aged twelve I was asked to name my favourite 

colour and why (as part of a protracted pop psychology quiz – turns out all the answers had sexual 

connotations) I said turquoise because it was fresh. 

 

In the same quiz I chose lake for my favourite water source, for similar reasons. I don’t think of lakes as 

being particularly turquoise – save that for the shallow waters around coral reefs we are constantly 

beguiled with in tourist advertising for Pacific Island retreats. Yet Henry David Thoreau, in his 

meticulously loving portrait of Walden Pond, exclaims that the lake keeps changing colour, from blue 

to green and back, since “Lying between the earth and the heavens, it partakes of the colour of 

both.”367 In the snow, it is “almost as green as grass.” From on high, it reflects more of the sky, from 

below, more of the sand and shrubbery. Thoreau works himself into an ecstatic state in the observance 

of this body of water, where he discerns “a matchless and indescribable light blue, such as watered or 

changeable silks and sword blades suggest more cerulean than the sky itself...”368 

 

For a short window of time, the entire universe was announced to be fresh, yax, grue. Astronomers 

from John Hopkins University had figured it out. It was official: the universe was turquoise. I was 

pretty joyous when I read this, but by then the statement had already been retracted and I only needed 

to complete the dot dot dot article to find out that in fact, the astronomers had got it wrong, and the 

colour of the universe was in fact the unsurprising beige.369 I felt cheated but also secretly relieved. If 
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we really lived in a turquoise universe, life could only ever be impossibly thrilling. There would be no 

defence for the daily humdrum a beige universe excuses. 

 

Jorge Luis Borges’ universe was blue-green. These were the only colours the blind writer could still see, 

as his vision completely deserted him in later life. Strangely, it was black that he couldn’t see, as he 

learned to sleep in a “world of mist, in the greenish or bluish mist, vaguely luminous, which is the world 

of the blind.”370 According to the Ancient Egyptians, this blue-green world is the backdrop against 

which the afterlife is staged,371 and perhaps why the Aztecs, mixing indigo with local clay to make a 

turquoise blue, daubed their sacrificial victims in this colour before cutting out their beating hearts.372 

 

In the twilight world of the afterlife, what lights the paths of wandering souls? Fireflies and 

glowworms, I guess, which create light without the sun, from a chemical reaction: bioluminescence. 

This is light without heat, known as “cold light.” Even fungi, those most chthonian members of the 

vegetable kingdom, can be bioluminescent.373 

 

In Aotearoa, the Waitomo caves are full of stalactites and stalagmites, and pale blue glow worms that 

hang, unblinking, while American fireflies seem to be yellowish green, mobile and winking, like 

airplanes with their anti-collision strobe lights. I had all the majesty of Waitomo wrung out of it by a 

guide who insisted on pointing out which rock formations looked most like Donald Duck. I prefer to 

imagine it as Dr. F.W. Edwards saw it in 1924, a “radiance of such a massed body of glowworms as 

cannot be found anywhere else in the world, utterly incalculable as to numbers and merging their 

individual lights in a nirvana of pure sheen.”374 

 

Miguel Angel Asturias imagined the twilight of fireflies as more chthonian than celestial. A race of 

“firefly wizards” placed firefly grease in their “little eyeballs of dewy glass,” to light the passage of a 

secret pathway deep into the earth, accompanied by hundreds of animals, “for the confrontation with 

their nagual, the animal that protects them.”375 
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“When the Sun Goes Down: A Copernican Turn of Remembrance,” is a lecture by Michael Taussig I 

saw in person in Adelaide in February 2010. Taussig talked about sunsets and melancholy, and 

contrasted a world of diurnal rhythms with the mythical world of the Indians of the Sierra Nevada in 

Colombia, who believe that prior to the creation of the sun, the world was illuminated by fireflies. 

Taussig is inspired by the idea of living in such a world, “with neither the darkness of the night, nor 

the light of the day punctuating time.”376 Taussig described the beauty and excitement of a world “in 

which light sources, unlike that of the sun, would be close to us, just out of hand’s grasp, irregular and 

wonderfully graceful in the aerial art they perform, like the Italian Futurists wanted to do in airplanes, 

only better.” The flickering light of these fireflies would be like the Dream Machines of Burroughs 

and Gysin, and I think I caught a glimpse of this world in the writing of Asturias, whose nirvana of 

pure sheen is incarnated in a tree full of mating glowworms: 

 

The females clinging to the highest branches called their cyclops-eyed lovers, and the worms, slowly waving their lighted 

lanterns, millions of eyes of light in the immense night breathing with all their hot masculine strength, turned up their 

diamond beacons and set off, displacing themselves skywards like blood with the bluish glow of pearl, up the trunk, up 

the branches and twigs, the leaves and the flowers. As the worms grew closer, still heightening their lights with their 

lustful respiration, the females inflamed their own nubile brilliances still further, coaxing them on with the thousand 

movements of a star, until after the nuptial encounter the lights began softening, and all that remained of that luminary 

was an opaque mass, the remains of a milky way, a tree that dreamed it was a morning star.377 

 

The morning star is variously Phosphorus, Lucifer, and Quetzalcoatl (a serpent sporting the turquoise 

plumes of the quetzal). It was the residue of phosphorus matches that jailed Maori prophet Te Kooti 

rubbed on his hands before preaching to fellow prisoners on the Chatham Islands, gaining their 

devotion and effecting a successful escape. Te Kooti had been wrongfully imprisoned in unsanitary 

conditions in 1866 along with other “rebel” Maori numbering near 300. With what is now understood 

to be tuberculosis, and at death’s door, Te Kooti had many visions, including “the flame of light” 

which appeared upon his hand “but did not burn.”378 Like bioluminescence which radiates light 
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without heat, Te Kooti’s hand glowed like the glowworms in the Waitomo caves as he preached in the 

darkness, promising a nirvana of pure sheen to his followers. Ringatu, the upraised hand, became the 

name of this religious movement; using the Christian scriptures of their captors against the captors 

themselves, as a vindication of their freedom from bondage, and their place as a chosen people. 

 

A nirvana of pure sheen describes another source of iridescence from this land: the paua shell. Paua, 

like opal, is no fixed colour and all colours. It is like the shimmering afterbirth of a cow in a grassy 

paddock at dawn; like a rainbow slick of oil on wet tarseal. 

 

Paua is so common in this country, that it has never been prized for personal adornment among 

Maori, compared to the venerated pounamu or jade. For practical purposes, slivers of paua were used 

for fishing lures. But the prevalent use of paua in the decorative arts of the Maori, is to represent the 

eye in ancestral carvings.  

 

Interestingly, both paua shell and peacock feathers, examples of blue-green iridescence across 

countries, species, and cultures, represent the eye (and in countries where human eye colour is neither 

blue nor green, but predominantly brown). The peacock dazzles potential mates, shaking his tail-

feathers to effectively double the number of eyespots,379 while the paua’s heavenly hues are 

“incidental,” a cosmic accident based on infinitesimally thin transparent layers in the shell which create 

a multilayer reflection.380 Paua’s exterior is a mucky brown that blends well with its rocky environs. It 

has no use for the beautiful colours it accidentally manufactures in its interior. And this blind creature 

bequeaths its empty shells to a people who use them to give sight to their ancestors. 

 

John Berger corresponded with the artist John Christie about colours. At one stage, Christie extols the 

virtues of Mother of Pearl, which he writes is “as brilliant as peacock feathers and as temporary as the 

colour of soap bubbles.”381 The opalescence of the shell comes “not from pigments but from the 

interference of light refracted through prismatic crystals of Aragonite.”382 He finds a dusty old shell 

used as a dish for buttons and pins; green abalone from California. From the photo, it looks like New 

Zealand paua, but then I guess these creatures are all related via the vast Pacific, and (reluctantly) that 

not everything originates from my tiny island nation. 
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Christie notes that for the Hopi, green abalone was the sacred symbol of water, and was known as the 

“ear shell” which I find interesting given that for Maori they are always eyes. He wonders if the nine 

holes might make a kind of “sea music” if only someone knew how to play it. No doubt it would 

sound like taonga puoro, sacred instruments of the Maori, including the eerie nose flute: music of, or 

for, the dead. 

 

What is the point, I wonder, of these sleeping eyes, which require the deaths of their architect-tenants 

before they can glimpse the world? These eyes are very different from their iridescent cousins that 

sprout from a bird’s backside in order to dazzle a dull brown hen (that masculine sky god 

overwhelming the dun earthmother, again). The peacock has more in common with another creature 

of iridescent blue advertising: the glowworm. After all, sex sells. 

 

At 19 or 20, with a boyfriend and some friends, I took magic mushrooms on a beach. I can’t 

remember where it was, north or south, but it was deserted, and rocky, and full of tide pools which 

were being gently, beguilingly lashed by waves. It was embarrassingly sexual – suppurating orifices, 

fringed with pubic weed, pulsating with tidal pleasure. I felt I shouldn’t be watching this salt-tinged 

cosmic orgasm. But then I became aware of singing. Weirdly, it was an advertising jingle. The sea and 

sky, the pulsating orifices and lapping waves were all singing, “Buy me, buy me, buy me” in the most 

seductive, breathy tones.  

 

I was dumbfounded by this debasement of the wild, pure forces of nature into the man-made world 

of commodity. I started to wonder if radio waves were being decoded by my brain, and my hyper-

sensitive state had made it possible to hear what would normally require a transistor. I had heard of 

people picking up radio broadcasts on their metal fillings. Perhaps something similar was happening 

here? 

 

Later though, I started to wonder if advertising was natural, not cultural. Just think of the strutting 

peacock (and the number of times in India and other parts of Asia in which that bird becomes a 

brand, for fireworks, matches, and other incendiary delights). Think of the glowworms and fireflies 

with their limited time to mate, so much so that, a friend reported, in the woods of upstate New York, 

several fireflies attempted sexual congress with the glowing screen of his laptop as he wrote into the 

night. Think of butterflies and flowers and hummingbirds and quetzals, and us, in our peacock 

threads, our rouge and our labial lipsticks, as unabashedly suggestive as the pubic rock pools, just 

begging to be stroked and poked. 
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The narrator of Herman Melville’s Moby Dick has just such an epiphany, but it’s bitter rather than 

empowering. For the beauty of nature, “the sweet tinges of sunset skies and woods; yea, and the gilded 

velvets of butterflies, and the butterfly cheeks of young girls”  are only “subtle deceits, not actually 

inherent in substances, but only laid on from without; so that all deified Nature absolutely paints like 

the harlot, whose allurements cover nothing but the charnel-house within.”383 

 

Walter Benjamin’s relationship to spectacle is more nuanced, and according to Taussig, almost 

amounts to an exhortation to give ourselves up to the sensuous affect of advertising, natural or cultural 

(and after all, what is the difference?). Benjamin suggests in “One Way Street” (1928) that “the 

mercantile gaze into the heart of things” is “the most real.” He asks, “What, in the end, makes 

advertisements so superior to criticism? Not what the moving red neon sign says – but the fiery pool 

reflecting in the asphalt.”384 Taussig interprets this as meaning it is not language, but image that really 

works on us, “and not just the image but its tactility and the new magic thereof with the 

transformation of roadway parking-lot bitumen into legendary lakes of fire-ringed prophecy so that 

once again we cry and, presumably, we buy, just as our ability to calculate value is honed to the razor’s 

edge.”385 Of course, in crying and buying, I think of the mushrooms and the beach, singing me their 

jingle of sexualised commerce, or commercialised sex. I also can’t help thinking of George W. Bush 

after the twin towers of capitalism came crashing down, assuring the world that America would “keep 

flying, and keep buying,” for buying has become as important as breathing, the tidal in-and-out, in 

sustaining orgasm and organism. 

 

The multiple eyespots of the peacock and the multiple orifices of the beach under the influence of 

psilocybin are perhaps not so terribly different, especially not if you are Georges Bataille for whom 

eyes and holes are interchangeable. Erik Davis writes of Azrael, the Angel of Death in Muslim and 

Hebrew folklore, said to be covered with eyes. “This panoptic condition is important to keep in mind 

when we are speaking of peacocks, whose fans of ocelli incarnate the many-eyed angels of Enoch and 

the Hekhalot, such as the great Seraphim Seraphiel, whom the angel Metatron describes as ‘full of eyes 

like the stars of the sky, innumerable and unsearchable.’”386 
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In Peacock, Jackson retells the ancient story of Argus, many-eyed servant of Juno, who was slain while 

keeping watch against Jupiter’s endless infidelities. Mortified by the death of her favourite servant, 

Juno gathered his hundreds of eyes and arranged them on the tails of the peacocks that drew her 

chariot. This seems mild-mannered compared to the Hindu story of Indra, who, as a punishment for 

“wantonness,” was “smitten with yonis all over his body, but was so far pardoned by the gods that the 

shameful yonis were changed into eyes.”387 Jung saw the eye as an archetype for the yoni, female 

genitals, and the organ of vision, which greedily gazes, is always already in the shape of the sexual 

organ it covets. (This godawfully funny, if debased mimesis only works if you are peacock, not a 

peahen.) 

 

Feminist performance artist Hannah Wilke covered her own naked body in yonis, that is, pieces of 

gum chewed by the audience, manipulated into vulva shapes, stuck on like sores. Wilke made herself 

both the object of desire, and the body punished for that desire: Indra and Argus both cop it for the 

crime of looking, but most often it is women who bear the brunt of the gaze. Wilke called this an act 

of ritual “starification,” because rather than creating scars on the body, she was making it something 

twinkling and celestial, from up high where the sky father lives. But her desire for transcendence got 

wilfully stuck by the chewing gum stuck all over her body, which became like a trashcan or sidewalk, a 

mere receptacle for waste, and wasted gazes. Wilke took up where Klein’s Anthropometries left off: 

women’s naked bodies as brushes dipped in the artist’s boy-blue paint and pulled around the floor like 

so many rag dolls. In Wilke’s brazen reappraisal, the artist was the naked female, and now the implicit 

gaze was explicit, was all over her body like a plague. Gaze as disease. Starification indeed! 

 

In the West, the peacock is associated with the sin of pride, which is a kind of disease. You know the 

one, strutting around, in flashy clothes, or naked, or even covered in bits of chewed gum, all the while 

thinking that you are gorgeous, beautiful, a star. Such things are frowned upon by the skyfather, 

because only he is made of starstuff, we are just animated clay. 

 

In the East, though, the peacock gets a better deal. Because peacocks eat snakes, they are believed to 

provide an antidote to poison, both literally and figuratively, as in the poisonous human emotions of 

anger and greed.388 Immortals often come in blue garb: think of Krishna, blue all over, and of Shiva, 

often represented with a blue throat. When gods and demons churned the milky ocean to create 

amrita, nectar, a side effect was deadly poison that would destroy the universe. Shiva was the only 
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being who could swallow and contain the poison, but it turned his throat blue. Some traditions hold 

that it was the peacock who swallowed the poison instead; “Absorbing the very poison he remains 

impervious to, he becomes a toxic lord of protection.”389 Coincidentally or not, the throat chakra, 

Vishuddha, is blue in colour, and represents clear communication, unpoisoned by falsehood. Those 

unable to communicate what they feel are destined to suffer ailments of the throat, or speech 

impediments. 

 

* 

 

Optically, blue is hard to fathom. Full fathom five, it’s all there is. As one submerges deeper into the 

sea, the sun’s spectrum becomes shorter. First, red drops out of the environment, then orange, violet, 

yellow. At 100 metres, only blue and green remain, then at around 200 metres, even the green drops 

out, leaving blue the only colour at the bottom of the ocean. Andrew Parker writes of a scientist who 

photographed the bottom of the ocean without a camera flash, “his thirty-five-millimetre slide lit the 

projector screen blue; pure, uninterrupted blue.”390 

 

Derek Jarman made a film called Blue, which filled the cinema screen with that colour, pure and 

uninterrupted. He was plunging, not into the depths of the sea, but into blindness, and eventual death. 

He knew this, as he was dying of AIDS-related complications, and like Borges, started to inhabit the 

world of shadows and blue-green haze.  

 

Jarman’s goodbye to the world of light was a book on colour, called Chroma, and a feature film that was 

simply this, the blue screen, against which he projected the soundtrack of his thoughts. Descriptions of 

pain, fear, resentment, of mourning the loss of lovers. Blue is both a requiem the artist composed for 

himself, and for the entire homosexual holocaust of the 80s and 90s. But it is also a requiem for the 

human race, and our beautiful blue planet, which is ebbing, fading into irreversible illness just as he is. 

In coming to terms with his own encroaching death, he is at least one step ahead of the rest of us. His 

parting shot is a reminder that we all die; “I place a delphinium, Blue, upon your grave.”391 
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Not just the bottom of the ocean, but the depths of night, are where blue rules supreme: before 

sunrise, blue is the first colour to appear.392 It is also the last colour to be identified in human visual 

development, at around sixteen months after birth.393 Strangely, many babies are born with bluish eyes 

that then turn green, brown, or grey, as though the blue colour ebbs from the eyes in order to be 

reflected back to the brain via the optic nerve: they give up looking blue in order to see blue. Those that 

retain blue eyes are favoured, as if their eyes were windows into the ocean, or the sky, or even 

fragments of Moses’s sapphire tablets.  

 

Kristeva suggests that our hazy optical relationship with blue takes place in a zone where, paradoxically, 

as we learn to differentiate ourselves, colours, and identity, “phenomenal identity vanishes,” returning 

the subject to an archaic moment “before the fixed, specular ‘I.’”394  

 

Parallel to the development of our vision in infancy, our species’ love affair with the colour blue has 

been a comparatively recent historical development. In Blue: The History of a Colour, Michel Pastoureau 

charts the changing fortunes of the colour that many races didn’t even bother to name. Ancient 

Romans disdained blue because of its association with barbarians who smeared themselves with 

woad.395 In the late middle ages, however, advances in technology and trade led to improvements in 

blue stained glass, enamels, paints and dyes.396 By the 14th Century, woad was known as “blue gold,” 

and violent conflicts between merchants of madder and woad emerged.397 In Thuringia, madder 

merchants sponsored the depiction of blue devils in stained-glass, while in the madder capital of 

Magdeburg, hell was painted blue in frescoes, the better to associate the rival colour with eternal 

damnation.398 

 

Amy Butler Greenfield, historian of blue’s biggest opposition, red, writes that after the French 

Revolution, blue soared in popularity, and was identified with traits as various as republicanism, 
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romanticism, loyalty, and respectability.399 Throughout the twentieth century, our love affair with blue 

continued, and it is frequently named the favourite colour of European and North American adults.400 

Because blue vision comes late in our personal development as well as in our collective cultural 

development, blue stands for civilisation, for progress, for awakening and opening our eyes. 

 

Blue stands for the moment, not just when we recognise the “specular I,” but turn back from our first 

sorties into space, and regard our planet as a whole. “Seen from space, the earth is blue,” Yuri Gagarin 

said in 1961, a year before Yves Klein’s premature death.401 This vindicated Klein’s Blue Globe (1957), 

and possibly inspired his Planetary Reliefs (1961), all coated in International Klein Blue. 

 

John Berger designated Klein’s blue, not as cosmic, but as “paranoiac,”402 while Malevich wrote that 

even the blue colour of the sky had been overcome by Suprematism, “it has been broken through, and 

entered into white, the true actual representation of infinity, and thus been freed from the colour 

background of the sky.”403 White and blue vie with each other for the mantle of purity. Thoreau’s 

beloved Walden ice is blue, and yet “Southern customers objected to its blue colour, which is the 

evidence of its purity, as if it were muddy, and preferred the Cambridge ice, which is white, but tastes 

of weeds.”404 He ends by noting that the “purity men love is like the mists which envelop the earth, 

and not like the azure ether beyond.”405 

 

Jarman writes a ditty about blue, less an advertising jingle than a shaman’s chant, travelling from one 

level of experience to another. “Blue protects white from innocence/ Blue drags black with it/ Blue is 

darkness made visible.”406 Blue protects white from purity by staining the hem of its mantle, by 

dragging darkness into the light, and giving darkness its own colour, before sunrise or at sunset, the 

last colour we see before we dissolve into darkness.  
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D.H. Lawrence looked at a tiny, star-shaped blue flower and saw, not a reflection of the firmament, 

but the passageway to Hades. He had just been diagnosed with TB, and like Jarman, chose blue to 

light his way. But what a dark light! 

 

Bavarian gentians, big and dark, only dark 

darkening the day-time torch-like with the smoking 

blueness of Pluto’s gloom, 

ribbed and torch-like, with their blaze of darkness  

spread blue 

down flattening into points, flattened under the  

sweep of white day 

torch-flower of the blue-smoking darkness, Pluto’s 

dark-blue daze, 

black lamps from the halls of Dio, burning dark blue, 

giving off darkness, blue darkness, as Demeter’s pale 

lamp gives off light, 

lead me then, lead me the way.407 

 

* 

 

Isaac Newton is a constant figure in colour literature. His fundamental contribution to optical science, 

refracting white light through a prism to reveal the rainbow within, and then back through another 

prism, to make white light again, makes him impossible to ignore. Less frequently, the German poet 

and philosopher, Johannes Wolfgang Goethe is mentioned in counterpoint to Newton. Though they 

were not contemporaries, they represent different ways of interacting with the same material. Newton 

is the ultimate scientist, while Goethe offers a more poetic, experiential pathway to colour. While 

Newton’s colour theories are still held up as good science, Goethe is seen to have gotten the wrong 

end of the stick altogether, insisting, like the ancients, that colours are just variations of light and dark. 

 

Yet neither Newton nor Goethe plays a perfect Apollo or a perfect Dionysus. While Goethe’s 

Farbenlehre or Theory of Colours is an empirical treatise based on countless painstaking experiments, 

Newton himself was not just a scientist but, befitting the era that spawned him, a practicing alchemist 

                                                
407 Lawrence, D.H., “Last Poems”, 1932. This excerpt found in Hadfield, Miles, and John Hadfield, Gardens of Delight 
(London: Cassell), 1964, 72. 
 



152 
 

as well. Newton’s insistence on the magical power of numbers, and the harmony that exists between 

different spheres of experience, saw him divide the seamless colour spectrum into seven distinct hues. 

He might have chosen five or six, but settled on seven because of the seven notes of the diatonic 

musical scale, as well as the days of creation, and the (then visible) seven planets of the solar system.408 

In searching for a seventh colour, Newton chose indigo, which, in 1666 had a far greater presence in 

popular consciousness as an important commodity than it does today, when even blue jeans are dyed 

by chemical processes. 

 

Newton is the symbol for scientific rationality, but also for market forces, not least because in later life 

he became Great Britain’s official Master of the Mint. Within months of this appointment, Newton 

had become the terror of the London underworld, convicting counterfeiters and taking a personal 

interest in their trials and eventual hanging.409 There’s a delightful symmetry in Newton, at the end of 

his rainbow path, sitting on a pot of gold (at least, the silver coins of the London Mint). 

 

Taussig writes that for the mystic artist-poet William Blake, Newton symbolised “market society and 

its oppressive use of technology and empire.”410 Blake, who never knew of Newton’s alchemy, 

disdained “single vision and Newton’s sleep” in the name of “four-fold vision,” which was holistic 

and spiritual, rather than purely scientific.411 “But the Newtonians won the paradigm war” and 

Newton’s Sleep “still dims the eyes with which we perceive and experience reality, despite the new 

spookiness of relativity and quantum paradoxes.”412 

 

And while Goethe extolled the magical shifting colours of bubbles forming on hot chocolate as it 

begins to boil in his Theory of Colours, Newton the “realist” invested venture capital in the South Seas 

Company which came to be known as the “South Seas Bubble,” and lost his entire fortune. 
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Victoria Finlay points out that “indigo gatecrashed the rainbow party” at the time of the Great Plague, 

and that this was no coincidence.413 London lost around 100,000 people, universities closed down, and 

thousands of students were sent home. Newton was one of them, left to his own devices in his 

hometown of Lincolnshire. Perhaps it wasn’t just indigo’s commodity status, but a reflection of the 

tenor of the times that Newton accorded this darkest of hues a place in the celestial bow? Twelve 

years earlier, Emperor Ferdinand III had dubbed indigo “Teufelsfarbe” or the devil’s colour, primarily 

because imports were putting traditional woad growers out of business. As Jarman said, “Blue drags 

black with it.” 

 

Philip Ball echoes the general opinion of the scientific community, that Goethe’s Theory of Colours is 

misguided and reactionary, confusing additive (light) and subtractive (pigment) colour mixing and 

refusing to revisit Newton’s prism experiments, intoning portentously “avoid the darkened chamber, 

where they show you twisted light.”414 Yet artists and poets continue to champion Goethe above 

Newton as the true colourist. Taussig calls Goethe’s experiments “as much playful games as 

laboratory science” taking colour out of the “straightjacket of the spectrum so as to release its 

spectrality...”415 

 

In The Secret Life of Plants, Goethe is extolled as a true hero of the vegetable kingdom, contrasted here, 

not with Newton, but with that other scientific villain Carl Linnaeus, who straightjackets plant life, not 

with Newton’s spectrum or rigid physical equations, but with the system of binomial nomenclature. 

Unlike Linnaeus, who produces a system based on divisions, Goethe’s worldview is based on the 

primary unity of life. He imagines an “urorganismus,” an archetypal organism, and christens the 

fundamental force of life that promotes the growth of this “urorganismus” levity, the opposite of 

Newton’s downer, gravity. 

 

Speaking of downers and in spite of all the masculine associations with blue, working with indigo is said 

to reduce male potency.416 In some parts of Asia, men are prohibited from working the vats, which are 

associated with childbirth. This makes sense to me, reading Taussig’s description of the magical, 

polymorphous substance of the indigo vat, and thinking of Goethe’s hot chocolate bubbles, and the 

rainbow-slicked afterbirth of a cow I once saw steaming in a paddock, like an extra-terrestrial visitation. 

                                                
413 Finlay, Travels Through the Paintbox, 375. 
 
414 Ball, Bright Earth, 186. 
 
415 Taussig, Michael, What Colour Is the Sacred? (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 2009, 149. 
 
416 Ibid, 148. 
 



154 
 

The superstitions surrounding the indigo vat would have appealed to Newton the alchemist, stirring his 

bubbling cauldron in search of the cauda pavonis, what Erik Davis described as “the shifting, multi-

coloured iridescence that the alchemist meets in the astral outskirts of the inner world, when the matter 

outside has become the matters within.”417 

 

Finlay catalogues many of the stories surrounding the sacred but slippery indigo vat, of vats suffering 

from depression, or having their colour stolen by an unborn child. Her favourite tale from Morocco 

encourages dyers to tell lies, literally to “spread blackness” in the community and thus encourage the 

indigo to darken.418 And I think of Newton’s insistence that indigo make the rainbow guest list, like a 

bad fairy at a Christening party, and I wonder what kind of imagination sees blackened blue in the 

ethereal bow in the sky? Thomas Pynchon offers a clue – it’s only after huffing “Leunagasolin” that 

one sees “a long rainbow, mostly indigo... indigo and Kelly green.”419 Pynchon’s noir psychedelia offers 

an inverted reality where the rainbow is negative, a lunar “other side.” 

 

So Newton, the Apollonian scientist, left a chink in the rainbow, with his indigo-coloured white lie that 

is taught in schools as fact. His creative license allows for a gateway, an opening, into another world, a 

firefly world, in which the rules of his own invention, like gravity, might be for a little while, suspended. 
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The Other Side 

 

 

 

 

When my mother and I returned to New Zealand from Papua New Guinea in 1974 everything 

seemed bleached out and faded. We were living in a flat in Ellerslie, and my mother was working in a 

factory where a white rabbit with red eyes sat gloomily in a cage. My mother explained that the rabbit 

was for testing products on. A week later, she told me her boss, a kindly man in beige slacks, was sad 

because the rabbit had died. I didn’t realise it then, but my mother was sleeping with him. I’m not 

sure what their arrangement was. It probably took place while I was at kindergarten, where they made 

me wash my mouth out with soap. I had said “fuck,” with great satisfaction, to the first person that 

had walked past the kindergarten gate. I was given a cake of soap and a toothbrush, and made to lean 

over the old concrete tub, brushing my teeth with the gag-awful substance. 

 

Ellerslie was like Dorothy’s Kansas – everything was flat, colourless. The local children weren’t 

particularly friendly, but one day they coaxed me over the fence – they were playing in their backyard, 

which boasted a rudimentary veggie patch. Even the plants seemed colourless (green is grey in New 

Zealand, the omnipresent backdrop to everything). A pansy’s purple face was the only colour for 

miles around. I stared at it intently, as though it were a portal to another world – a world of colour, 

beauty, vegetable wisdom. A world far away from concrete block flats, solo mums and sad men in 

slacks who killed rabbits. The purple pansy world was a world of velvet flowers and animals, faeries 

and festivities, fireworks, flashing lights in the sky. 

 

Pansies were extraordinarily popular in the Victorian era, reproduced on postcards and writing paper. 

In French the flower’s name puns with the verb penser, to think; consequently in the folk wisdom 

known as “the language of flowers,” pansies symbolise “loving thoughts.” Claude Lévi-Strauss 

illustrated his famous tome on patterns in indigenous philosophies, The Savage Mind, with a bunch of 

pansies, for in the original French, La Pensée Sauvage can just as happily be translated into “The Wild 

Pansy.” 

 

But while we think about consciousness and perception, let’s not forget the animals who see the same 

flowers we do but utterly differently, as if in an alternate dimension, or on another planet. Bees are 

backyard Venusians, seeing ultra-violet, beyond the spectrum that humans can fathom. To the bee, 

the shaggy golden globes of sunflowers are a rich shade of violet. Which begs the question – what 
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colour are they, really? Since bees have been around far longer than we, and since the flower evolved 

in tandem with the bee, wouldn’t it be fair to suggest that the sunflower is “truly” purple, and that 

our incapacity to decode ultraviolet misapprehends it as yellow? Or is the flower both these colours, 

and more, simultaneously? For the colour that we see is the very absence of that colour in the object; 

what it cannot absorb, it reflects back, meaning that everything you see is at best a kind of illusion: 

maya, in Sanskrit. 

 

Perhaps this was what I was thinking about when I was transfixed by the face of that pansy, and 

pansies really do have faces, dog faces, clock faces, faces with something to tell you. Perhaps the 

pansy wanted to tell me that bees not only see in ultraviolet, but can sense the earth’s magnetic field, 

that they are the ultimate synaesthetes, for whom shapes have fragrance,420 and that they dance directions 

to other bees. Tested on a space shuttle in zero gravity conditions, their ability to reproduce and 

construct combs remained unimpaired.421 The bee, truly Venusian, lives outside of Newton’s earth-

bound laws: impervious to gravity, and seeing beyond the proscribed colours of the rainbow. 

 

Animals, it seems, have no respect for the spectrums that circumvent human experience. The bee 

sees ultraviolet, while the bat hears ultrasound, frequencies beyond our range. Using echolocation, 

bats send out signals to hear how they change when they bounce back – building a mental picture of 

surroundings based on infinitesimal sonic variations. Humans mimic this technology in order to 

detect enemy aircraft, or photograph a foetus in the womb. Bat detectors convert echolocation to a 

lower frequency that humans can hear, and bat navigation systems sound like a series of clicking 

noises – like a Geiger counter measuring radiation, or anything else invisible but real. 

 

* 

 

So what do colours we can’t see, and sounds we can’t hear, have to do with violet? Violet is the last 

colour of the spectrum – the closest we get to the unknown, and it’s perhaps for this reason that in 

the chakra system violet comes either at the third eye of all-knowing, or in the crown of 

enlightenment, depending on who you listen to (like the flower and the bee, no one can agree on 

colour). Violet has associations with death – with crossing over to the other side – a world in which 

Newton’s laws of gravity and colour no longer apply. Victoria Finlay suggests that it was precisely 
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because violet is the last colour in the spectrum, symbolising both the end of the known and the 

beginning of the unknown, that it was deemed a suitable mourning colour in the West.422 

 

Max Nordau claimed that purple was appropriate for this purpose because it has “a depressing effect, 

and the unpleasant feeling awakened by it induces dejection in a sorrowfully-disposed mind.”423 

Nordau saw this debilitating “lassitude” as taking over the art of his day, the “violet pictures of Manet 

and his school” an expression of the “nervous debility of the painter.”424 

 

Philip Ball notes that the Impressionists’ penchant for purple made them subjects of derision, they 

were accused of “violettomania,” “and even the more thoughtful Huysmans regarded them for a time 

as afflicted with ‘indigomania’, as if it were a genuine collective disease, a species of colour 

blindness.”425 Monet, an empurpled madman, proclaimed “‘I have finally discovered the true colour 

of the atmosphere. It’s violet. Fresh air is violet. Three years from now everyone will work in 

violet.”426 

 

“Visual Purple” is the name of a pigment in the human retina which is responsible for night vision – 

and most people imagine the underworld or the afterlife as continuous night. Emily Dickinson once 

warned of death, “None can avoid this purple.”427  

 

Colours that you can’t avoid, and colours you can’t see. Who would have thought colours could be so 

contrary? In H.P. Lovecraft’s short story, “The Colour Out of Space,” the villain is a colour, or 

rather, colour is the description given the substance “only by analogy.” It is not “magical” and 

“polymorphous,” as Michael Taussig characterises colour, but, in typical Lovecraft fashion, 

blasphemous and polymorphous. It is an awful, creeping substance from outer space, which, following a 

meteorite crash, lives in a well on a farmstead in Massachusetts, and saps the land. Strange plants 

thrive while animals and people are tormented and die. The “colour” transforms the landscape into a 
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sick, twisted version of itself, like seeing in negative, as an insect or a Venusian or a spirit might see, 

looking in from the other side. 

 

According to science there really are such things as “forbidden colours”: when opposing colours are 

perceived simultaneously in one place. In a recent study, optical scientists had their human subjects 

look unblinkingly at two opposing colours side by side, and tracked eye positions, moving mirrors in 

order to stabilize the colour fields, so that they remained frozen in the retina. Some subjects reported 

seeing the “forbidden” yellowish blue, or greenish red. 

 

* 

 

Yukio Mishima’s novel Forbidden Colours looks at themes of homosexuality in post-war Japan. Mishima 

suggests that homosexual emotion, manifested as “fanatical heroism” during the war, transmuted post-

war into decadence and confusion. He writes “In that riven ground it grew clumps of tiny, dark 

violets,”428 a reminder that after the Victorian infatuation with the pansy was over, this soft, dog-faced 

relative of the shrinking violet became an insulting term for homosexual. 

 

Forbidden Colours suggests illicit love, but also references the sumptuary laws which once governed 

Japanese courtly life, forbidding certain colours to be worn by certain ranks. In Mishima’s novel, 

colour is heavily coded; signalling via a complex lexicon of yellow neckties, check suits, and bright 

bow ties. Foreigners are often responsible for eruptions of colour, introducing emerald green suits 

and sky blue jackets into a Tokyo which favours a sombre navy blue, for uniformed men and women 

who never break rank.  

 

Shades of purple burst in Mishima’s novels like lovebites or bruises. In What Colour is the Sacred?, 

Taussig notes that mauve permeates Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu. In 1856, the young William 

Perkin accidentally synthesised mauve dye from coal tar and Proust, like the Impressionists, loves 

mauve because “it is the mother of the unnaturally natural colours” making “the embrace of artifice 

natural.”429 

 

Could it be for similar reasons that Mishima writes with a violet cast? Or is it somehow related to his 

ethnicity, or to his sexuality? Or to the bizarre, fanatical nationalism that saw him take his own life 
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after he failed to incite a coup d’etat? And why am I so fascinated by Mishima’s writing? Because it is, 

for me, something of a guilty pleasure, married as I am to someone who is ethnically Japanese, but 

culturally American. My husband disavows traditional Japanese culture with the same passion that 

seems such a giveaway of Japanese mores, and I ponder this ethnic-cultural paradox as I read these 

beautiful and perplexing tales about people with opaque emotions, as if they were enacting life in a 

series of Ukiyo-e, or “Floating World” woodblock prints; flattened, decorative, exaggerated in parts, 

but infinitely delicate and refined. Mishima’s writing, even in translation, is stunning, though his 

motives and politics often seem poisoned. 

 

But what fun I have had, reading Mishima through mauve-tinted glasses, just like the old widow in 

Temple of Dawn.430 And how frequently it seems that purple is associated with a dumb animality 

ascribed to women, or with duplicity, lust, and vice in general! 

 

When the closeted Yuichi of Forbidden Colours marries and has a child, his wife Yaskuko’s body 

becomes even more monstrous to him. Her painful nipples are the “purple antennae” with which this 

“insect” maintains contact with the outside world. “That sharp pain in the breasts that without 

difficulty felt out all the doings ten miles around filled Yuichi with indefinable fear.”431 

 

Yuichi is awed and revolted by the animal apparatus that gives birth to his child: Yasuko’s 

complicated “system of countless gleaming, wet red jewels; those soft things under the skin, soaked in 

blood; those squirming things...”432 Indeed, he is transfixed by “the burning colouration in that part 

of her that had been the source of his loathing.” In this moment of horrified trance, beautiful Yuichi 

is transported beyond himself; “Narcissus had forgotten his own face.”433 

 

The creature expelled by his wife’s crimson interior starts out as “a white, faintly purple, half-dead 

lump of flesh.” Purple is associated with death, and the lust that engenders new life. “Then that lump 

of flesh began to cry. With each cry it grew a little redder,”434 thus reversing the death mask, for lack 

of oxygen can empurple a corpse.  
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Mishima shares Western associations of purple with death and funerals, as well as vice, and all these 

emotions are tangled like purple-flowered morning glory vines (which are also hallucinogenic) 

throughout his magnum opus, the Sea of Fertility. These four books, penned between 1964 and 1971, 

portray life in Japan from 1912 to 1975, and are held together with the almost wilfully flimsy plot 

device of reincarnation. Unifying character Shigekuni Honda starts out in the first novel as a law 

student, and ends up as a wealthy retired judge at the quartet’s conclusion. Honda believes that his 

old school friend, Kioyaki, an aristocrat who died young at the end of Spring Snow, is reincarnated in 

Runaway Horses as Isao Iinuma, an extreme nationalist, who commits seppuku at the novel’s 

conclusion. In Temple of Dawn, Isao is rather surprisingly reincarnated as Thai princess Ying Chan, 

who is fatally bitten by a cobra at the age of twenty, coming back finally in Decay of the Angel, as Toru 

Yasunaga, an orphan who Honda adopts. 

 

In Spring Snow death is immediately entangled with purple. At the anniversary of Kiyoaki’s grandfather 

the Marquis’ death “the wisteria was always in full glory when the family gathered here for the 

services.”435 Women shading their faces become “dappled in violet, as though some exquisite shadow 

of death had fallen across their cheeks.”436 

 

In Temple of Dawn, the female face is again stained purple, not with flowers, but by the brash 

modernity of neon. Mrs. Tsubakihara, a would-be poet in perpetual mourning for her dead son, is 

fearful and faint after running from an anti-American demonstration turned street riot. “The purple 

neon lights reflecting on her powdered cheeks seemed to transform her fear into iridescent shell 

work.”437 As we shall see later in Temple of Dawn, the connection between sunset and superficiality 

implies that purple is a cipher, a mask bearing the colour of our insides that we wear on the outside. 

But this inside-out is just another shell game; there is never an interior that is not just another mask. 

 

Purple tinges betrayal and sexuality in Spring Snow. When the Marquis visits his mistress, “the butler 

was waiting at the door with the usual present wrapped in a sheet of purple crepe…”438 Purple is 

traditional giftwrap in Japan, but here acquires sinister overtones via association, so when we learn in 
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Temple of Dawn that Kiyoaki’s dream diary is wrapped in the same purple as gifts between man and 

mistress, the book acquires the taint of sin, or at least, guilty pleasure. 

 

In Spring Snow, Honda’s sexually forward female cousin wears purple,439 while Satoko intoxicates 

Kiyoaki when she appears in a purple robe, “as though a billowing cloud of purple had burst out of 

the tiny gate into the falling snow,”440 engendering an obsession that will lead to his demise.  

 

Even in innocent youth, purple had tinged Kiyoaki’s encounters with Satoko. Playing together, they 

mimicked the seedling seller’s cries of “Morning glories, egg plants,” a purple flower and vegetable, 

which, incidentally, mimic female and male sexual organs, respectively.441 Satoko’s father, Count 

Ayakura had shown the young Kiyoaki Buddhist sutras copied onto purple scrolls, which the grown 

Kiyoaki now sees as emitting “a bright ray of carnal desire” like those he has for the Count’s purple-

wrapped daughter.442 

 

In a den of ill repute, pornographic scrolls pose as Buddhist koans wrapped in purple cords; “The 

brilliant colour of the Genji sliding door gave it a kind of suffocating, panting sensuality, as though 

the room itself were a picture rolled up within a forbidden scroll.”443  

 

In Runaway Horses, Honda is now a judge, and his black robes and hat, piped with purple, are kept in a 

mahogany cabinet “that reminded him of a Buddhist household altar.”444 Yet again Buddhism and 

purple are associated. But, as becomes clear throughout the novel which vaunts indigenous Shinto 

over imported Buddhism, bureaucracy in the courts and the monastery is choking true Japanese spirit. 

The young Isao, who Honda realises is the reincarnation of his friend Kiyoaki from Spring Snow, is the 

embodiment of purity. Yet he is compromised by the weakness around him, not least his mother’s 

affectation of wrapping everything, even the tub of sake in “gaudy purple Yuzen muslin.”445 Like the 

purple package the Marquis took to his mistress in Spring Snow, the covering of purple is redolent of 
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indolence, far from the samurai way of life which Isao embodies. The most telling association of 

purple with vice comes when the righteous Isao and his band of right-wing school friends cluster 

around a map of Tokyo, in which they have shaded the “corrupt” parts of the city in purple, the 

better to plan its violent purification. 

 

Isao had used the purple pencil to indicate the presence of corruption, marking every critical spot. From the vicinity of the 

Imperial Palace to Nagata and throughout the entire Marunouchi area near Tokyo station the colour was deep purple, 

and even the palace area itself was not without a purple tinge. The Diet Building wore a heavy coat of it, and this 

saturation was linked by a dotted line to the purple mass that covered Marunouchi, the home ground of the zaibatsu 

[corporations]. 

‘What’s that?’ asked Sagara, pointing to a spot of purple a little distance removed in the neighbourhood of Toranomon. 

‘The Peers Club,’ Isao answered coolly. ‘They like to call themselves the Emperor’s “Shield of Flesh,” but they’re just 

parasites on the Imperial Household.’ 

In the Kasumigaseki area, as was hardly surprising, the avenue lined with government bureaus, whatever the variations 

of shade, was purple from one end to the other. The Foreign Ministry, the chief architect of the weak and vacillating 

foreign policy, had taken such severe punishment from Isao’s pencil that it gave off a purple glow.446 

 

The most prominent female character in Runaway Horses is implicitly associated with moral decay. 

Makiko is a divorcee, an older woman who admires Isao’s passionate patriotism, and is something of 

a muse to his band of reactionary friends. Nevertheless her conviction wavers toward the end of the 

novel, and she fundamentally betrays Isao. So it’s no wonder that after the incident with the map, 

“Makiko met them at the entranceway, wearing a kimono of light purple serge.” Isao, who reveres 

Makiko, hopes that the colour will not remind his friends of “the map splotched with corruption 

which he had just shown them.”447 

 

* 

 

Throughout Mishima’s novels, flowers are roughly treated, as emblems of femininity, homosexuality, 

and the fleeting bloom of youth. In Forbidden Colours, Yuichi crushes his wife’s orchid corsage as they 

dance. In Runaway Horses, a Shinto lily festival features hundreds of blooms in a ritual which renders 

the lilies crushed and bruised. In the same novel, in the classical manner, samurai are compared to 

cherry blossoms, whose tenure in this world is temporary; just as cherry blossoms fall, so too are 
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samurai cut to the ground. Even the antics of a swallow are “like a blade cutting through the purple 

irises of May” for the swallow, like Isao, has “its eye upon the supreme moment.”448 This is the 

moment Isao commits seppuku at the novel’s close, the blade cutting through the purple irises of his 

intestines.  

 

Robert Mapplethorpe took photos of flowers in the “perfect moment” before the fall, before decay, 

before the fallibility of mortality. Implicit in the work is the knowledge that death is close, as 

Mapplethorpe is dying of AIDS; hence his vanitas perform a talismanic function, a refusal of death, a 

celebration of perfect beauty in general and the perfect beauty of homosexuality in particular. For 

Mishima and some of his characters, though, homosexuality is not a lifestyle choice, merely a by-

product of the warrior’s distaste for feminine weakness, for “the very structure of woman is the foe 

of clarity.”449 In this search for crystalline purity (and crystals shimmer and twinkle throughout the Sea 

of Fertility) death itself becomes the only righteous solution. Isao keeps a lily that Makiko has given 

him, long after it has faded and become the “mummy of a lily.” Isao calls it a “warrant for my purity” 

and imagines that the day he commits seppuku, lilies will sprout up and purify the stench of his 

blood.450  

 

* 

 

Korean artist Suho Yoo, a student of mine in 2008, constructed a personal philosophy which 

combined Buddhist nonattachment with Greek catharsis. He saw nonattachment as the moment in 

which, post-catharsis, the mind and body are temporarily free of obsession. This intentional 

misunderstanding of Buddhist dogma, he said, was simply more practical to contemporary life. He 

therefore extolled a kind of sado-masochism, because it was healthier to go through violence and 

experience catharsis post-violence, than to live in fear of it. He imagined that older Koreans, so used 

to privations, would applaud his self-inflicted hardships, and that “this purple bruise I got from my 

internal fight is therefore not just a sign of my submission but the applause from Seoul, a medal from 

the olds.”451 Yoo’s work culminated in a series of giant photographic self-portraits with a purple cast. 

Perhaps it was irrelevant that he sported a Samurai-style top knot, but Korea is close enough to Japan 
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that the purple clouds emanating from each might breed violet violence and fragrant bruises with the 

other. 

 

Aging bruises combine those sickly complementaries: purple and yellow. These are the colours of 

chrysanthemums heaped around gravestones when Honda goes looking for the grave of his old 

friend Kiyoaki.452  Purple and yellow combine frequently in that metachromatic tome, Gravity’s 

Rainbow. Katherine Hayles and Mary Eiser argue that this combination signals the central character 

Slothrop’s dual nature. Purple, the lowest colour on the spectral scale, is Slothrop’s “synthetic” self, 

while his “natural” self is represented by yellow, the lowest colour on the pigment scale. From these 

primordial origins, Slothrop moves spectrally towards white, and pigmentally towards black, both 

states signifying dissolution. The yellow/purple combinations are used primarily in descriptions of 

Slothrop’s lovelife. Like Mishima, Pynchon stains female skin purple, or “lavender under pastel 

lights” while Slothrop’s “garden of love” is said to teem “purple and yellow as hickeys.”453 The hickey 

is a bruise formed in the heat of passion, a reminder of the murky border between pleasure and pain. 

It’s no accident, then, that Greta Erdmann wears a brooch of yellow and purple irises in the scene 

where Slothrop starts to whip her. 

 

Like Yoo’s “bruise” of approval from his elders, which he wears like a badge of honour, the bruise in 

Gravity’s Rainbow is a complicated mix of the erotic and the sadistic. And, since private sadism in 

Gravity’s Rainbow is often a microcosm of the madness of war, the final and most dramatic eruption of 

purple and yellow in that novel is the bruise that a rocket firing leaves on the wounded sky: 

 

“...in the iris sky one cloud, the shape of a clamshell, rises very purple around the edges, the puff 

from an explosion, something light ochre at the horizon… closer in it seems snarling purple around a 

yellow that’s brightening, intestines of yellow shadowed in violet spilling outward, outward in a 

bellying curve toward us.”454 Pynchon doubles the impact of “intestines” with his “bellying” curve, 

and this maudlin sequence reminds me of one in The Decay of the Angel where the misanthropic Toru, 

gazing out to sea, sees in the sunset “the colour of evil” which makes “the bellies of the waves” 

uglier. The waves become mouths “agape at the moment of death” trailing “numberless threads of 

saliva.” Meanwhile the shore onto which they crash “purple in the twilight became a livid mouth,”455 
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and seaweed dancing in the waves is “a miniature of the mucous pink and purple creases and cavities 

of the nauseous depths.”456 Where others find repose and calm, Mishima writes bitterness into 

nature’s cycles; the Sea of Fertility becomes one of futility, as the central characters are doomed to an 

eternal return. 

 

Mishima wishes us to indulge the notion of reincarnation, not with Buddhist piety, but with a 

nihilistic, exhausted resignation. Honda ponders the intermediate state following death which 

Buddhists call “seeking fragrance” in which the spirit, embodied as a young child, is nourished on 

incense fumes. Roaming about in a kind of limbo, the spirit stumbles upon his future father and 

mother in the act of copulation. The moment of his father’s ejaculation fills the spirit-child with such 

joy, he gives up freedom to enter the womb and start a new life of bodily enslavement. Mishima calls 

ejaculation “impure”457 and it’s clear that, like Honda, Mishima himself harbours “a secret concept of 

sin, a concept as fragrant and stimulating as a pungent lotion soaking into dry, chapped skin.”458 

 

Sin needn’t only be sexual. Cruelty is a sin and Toru, the fourth incarnation, proves that there is no 

such thing as emotional evolution, as he disdains humanity and devises harmful plots. Unsurprisingly 

his apartment has lavender walls, which Mishima refers to as a “castle of ice.”459In Runaway Horses, Isao 

commits the sin of murder – by killing a pheasant for no other reason than to see how it feels, and the 

bird’s feathers are “a purple almost as deep as black grapes.”460 Isao refuses to feel remorse or 

vindication. “Had the pheasant been transformed into the embodiment of evil? By no means.” Yet 

even so, “as Isao looked closer, he saw that tiny winged insects were moving in its feathers. And if it 

were left lying there, ants and maggots would certainly soon be swarming over it.”461 Decay is 

characterised as a species of evil by Mishima, whether moral or natural, which is why I associate him 

with Mapplethorpe, though Mishima is far less “black and white” than the photographer in his 

portrayal of this creeping force. 
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The sunset, with its flaming colours heralding the death of light, is, for Mishima, the greatest betrayal 

of all. In Forbidden Colours, Shunsuke, the aging author with a crush on the young Yuichi, calls 

maturity the “sunset of beauty.”462 In Runaway Horses, Honda walks through red leaves ruminating 

that the rosy hues of dawn are also those of decay.463 And in Temple of Dawn, annoying artist 

Hishikawa compares art to sunsets, “Art is a colossal evening glow.”464 What at first seems 

complimentary is really cutting critique, for sunsets fill the air with “a poison of colour.” Worse, 

nothing is beginning, while “everything is ending.”465 Like art, there is no “substance” to a sunset, it’s 

merely “a meaningless, but impressive joke of form and light and colour.” Hishikawa enjoins his 

audience to “Look… look at the purple clouds. Nature seldom offers a banquet of such lavish colour 

as purple. Evening clouds are an insult to anything symmetric, but such destruction of order is closely 

connected with the breakup of something much more fundamental. If the serene white daytime cloud 

may be compared to moral exaltation, then these riotous colours have nothing to do with 

morality.”466 Yet again, purple seems inextricably immoral. Like Pynchon’s purple and yellow bomb-

blast-cum-cloudburst, human viscera is evoked: Mishima notes that “the colours of human 

intestines” are “externalised and spread over the entire sky” in a “short-lived orgy.”467 Perhaps it is 

making the internal external which is morally reprehensible, an inversion of codes in code-bound 

Japan. And yet I can’t help thinking of the spilling out of intestines in the ritual suicide of seppuku: 

the code to end all codes. 

 

Japan is the Land of the Rising Sun, and the Emperor is directly descended from Amaterasu, the sun 

goddess, a principle deity of Shinto. The setting sun must be doleful indeed, as it enacts the fading 

deity. Isao overcomes fallibility by committing seppuku into the rising sun. He imagines himself 

beforehand “as he might look teaching children kendo, with age overtaking him. His white hair in a 

purple headband would shine wherever it was not covered by the towel bound in Kansai manner 

behind his mask.”468 But this moment of doubt is like that of Scorcese’s Last Temptation of Christ; mere 
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phantasm, and Isao is not swayed by the decadence of the purple headband or the desire to live. He 

falls upon his sword. 

 

In Temple of Dawn, it is revealed that noble Isao’s fallible father had also attempted suicide after 

Japan’s defeat in war. Thinking he wouldn’t have the guts, so to speak, for ritual disembowelment, he 

instead plunged a dagger into his chest, but, missing his heart, he merely “bled like a pig.”469 The 

shame of this failure was memorialised by a scar that “glistened a purplish blue.” And yet Iinuma is 

compelled “to distil and crystallise a desperate, soiled, and humiliating deed,” and by so doing, is able 

to “transmute shame into a rare gem,” for the purple scar is the only precious thing in Iinuma’s life,470 

like Suho Yoo and his bruise-as-medal. 

 

* 

 

Victoria Finlay notes that Japan has a long history of celebrating purple; “violet has traditionally been 

the colour of victory in competitions, it is the colour of the cloth used by Shinto priests to wrap the 

most precious objects of the temple, and it is the colour of the costume and tassels of the highest-

ranking sumo referee.”471 The Japanese for purple is murasaki, which is the nom-de-plume of the 

author, and central character, of the classic eighth-century proto-novel, The Tale of Genji. Written by a 

woman for a female audience, this intimate and at times salacious work is considered the 

unchallenged masterpiece of Japanese literature, and as such must have been enormously influential 

upon fervent nationalist Mishima.  

 

Finlay proposes a linguistic origin for murasaki in murex, the Latin name for the seashell that provided 

Europe with purple dye. The Japanese purple-giving shellfish, Rapana bezoar, was very rare; hence 

most Japanese purple was made from the gromwell plant; murasaki-so in Japan. Genji, eponymous 

hero of The Tale of Genji, is inspired to poetry on first sight of the heroine-narrator at the tender age of 

ten. He calls her “a little wild plant” and thus her name Murasaki is born. 

 

Could murasaki really have evolved from murex? Philip Ball writes that the colourants in these 

molluscs are produced in a gland called the “flower” or “bloom.” At first clear, the liquid is extracted 

by either breaking the shells or squeezing them in a press. On exposure to air, the fluid goes through 
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a series of transformations, from white, to pale yellow, to green, blue, and finally purple,472 an 

alchemical sequence, like the magic of a Polaroid taking shape in your hand. 

 

The Mexican caracola or sea snail was also harvested for purple dye, but not crushed by the millions 

as in the Mediterranean, merely “milked” and then returned to the sea. Finlay notes that this dye, too, 

is light sensitive, turning from green to purple in the sun, and whimsically suggests that if someone 

had found a way to fix this chemical compound, we would have had the world’s first photographs: 

Aztec rituals and baby photos in an ancient, purple haze.473 

 

Ball catalogues yet another source of purple dye, synthesised from uric acid extracted from Peruvian 

guano. Murexide was sold in Britain in the mid-nineteenth century under the name “Roman Purple” 

to exploit associations with the fabulous dye of antiquity474 and no doubt to distance the buyer from 

its rather less glamorous origins. Could bat guano be used just as easily? Ultra-violet dye made from 

the droppings of the ultra-sound animal? According to Finlay, red wavelengths bend least, while 

violet bends most, and I imagine bats using ultrasound to find their way around bends, or even 

through walls, as the Museum of Jurassic Technology claims in their exhibit about the Deprong Mori 

of the Tripiscum Plateau.475 

 

Purple ghosts language like a violet shadow. Phoenicians, inventors of the phonetic alphabet, were 

named after the colour they sold by mercilessly crushing sea snails. They were, at least according to 

those (culturally) colour-blind Greeks with their wine-dark seas, the “purple people.” But it was the 

Phoenician scratches on clay tablets that enabled them to live on in the modern world, that enable me 

to scratch away, as I am now, at my keyboard, linking rows of symbols together in a consensual 

sequence which allows you to read my thoughts, without either of us having to learn any more than 

26 of these phonetic symbols, unlike the extravagant, painful complexity of Japanese. 

 

But purple prose needn’t only be written – no, there are places where even spoken words are 

characterised as purple. According to Terence McKenna in True Hallucinations, the Jivaro shamans of 

Ecuador are able to see a violet substance after ingestion of the hallucinogenic vine ayahuasca. This 
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fluid is expelled when you vomit, since ayahuasca has an irrepressibly emetic effect. It can also take 

form as a three-dimensional speech bubble, can be spoken into existence, or can be exuded onto the 

skin, like sweat. Shamans look into these shiny surfaces and see other times and places, because this 

substance is made out of “space/time or mind, it is pure hallucination.”476 Terence’s biologist brother 

Dennis, who during the narrative sheds scientific objectivity and transforms, with no small degree of 

anxiety, into a giant insect, opines that ayahuasca’s violet aura “may indicate a thermal plasma, 

perhaps only visible in the UV spectrum.”477 Something like a bat that can fly through walls, “one 

might pierce the other dimension and have this fluid come boiling out.”478  A “buzzing in the head” is 

widely reported, which seems to be “uniquely associated with these harmine compounds.”479 So, after 

ingesting ayahuasca, one sees like the bee, and hears like the bee! 

 

Amazing things are revealed with the gift of ultraviolet sight. Scientist Andrew Parker writes that 

under red light, such as sunset, the Atlas moth reveals patterns of stripes, which provide “disruptive 

colouration” in order to confuse predators. But under ultraviolet light, the Atlas moth makes a 

dramatic transformation. Two snakes appear on its wings, with prominent bodies and heads with eyes 

and mouths.480 Like the DNA serpents that ayahuasceros see, ultraviolet vision allows for a different, 

simultaneous reality to manifest. 

 

I laughed to read that, in addition to its use for mourning, purple was the colour of sobriety, and 

amethysts – the colour of methylated spirits – were worn to ward off alcoholism!481 On the contrary, 

purple indicates slipping away from sobriety into the realm of faeries. Alexander Theroux comments 

that “Peyote visions are delicate floating films of colour, usually neutral purples, ‘colour fruits,’ Dr. S. 

Weir called them in 1896 after drinking an extract of peyote.”482 Terence McKenna referred to the 

shiny ectoplasm that ejects itself during the ayahuasca trip as an “obsidian” liquid, a “hologramatic 
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alchemical fluid, a self-generated liquid crystal ball.”483 This liquid oozed out of his partner when they 

had sex on magic mushrooms on a rooftop in Nepal. He looked into the obsidian liquid, and saw his 

own mind reflected back at him. He also saw the monk he was learning Buddhist scripture from 

looking into a mirror which looked into this pool of sex juice and back at his face! McKenna calls this 

magical polymorphous substance “translinguistic matter, the living opalescent excrescence of the 

alchemical abyss of hyperspace.”484 Wow! 

 

I had always imagined obsidian to be black and shiny, but in Veiled Brightness, a book on Ancient Maya 

colour, obsidian is described as a form of volcanic glass that appears “in a variety of natural shades 

that range from gray to clouded red to bottle green.”485 Aztec deity Tezcatlipoca, lord of the smoking 

mirror, invented human sacrifice. Obsidian blades were seen as manifestations of his divine body, 

which yielded, in contact with human flesh, the shiny rivers of blood known as “precious water,” 

(chalchihuitl), the greatest offering that humans could make to the gods.486 Nicholas Saunders notes 

that ground obsidian, mixed with quartz crystal, was used in Aztec medicine to remove cataracts and 

leucomas. “This ‘vision sharpening’ quality of obsidian may have been a contributory factor in the 

origin of beliefs concerning the all-seeing nature of Tezcatlipoca, the acknowledged ‘night vision’ of 

his jaguar alter ego, and the divinatory power of obsidian mirrors.”487 No wonder then, that in talking 

of the “vision sharpening” drug ayahuasca, McKenna mixes the vision sharpening substance of 

obsidian into the heady brew, also keeping a sharp eye out for creatures of the jungle that sport this 

same sheen, including mushrooms and beetles, and wondering if they all contain the same 

hallucinogenic quality; the one that makes your head buzz as though you were a giant bee. 

 

Never one to put all his hallucinogenic eggs in one basket, McKenna is even more a magic mushroom 

mage than an ayahuascero, and says that the mushroom has spoken quite frankly to him about its extra-

terrestrial origins. Mushroom spores can survive the conditions of interstellar space and they are 

“deep, deep purple – the colour that they would have to be to absorb the deep ultraviolet end of the 

spectrum.” In addition, “the casing of a spore is one of the hardest organic substances known. The 
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electron density approaches that of a metal.”488 Spores from space – is it really such a fruity notion? 

McKenna thinks not: “the percolation of spores between the stars is a perfectly viable strategy for 

biology. It might take millions of years, but it’s the same principle by which plants migrate into a 

desert or across an ocean.”489 

 

McKenna doesn’t believe everything the mushroom tells him, rather, they have a dialogue, and he 

“entertains” the entity like an eccentric friend. But “The mushroom states its own position very 

clearly. It says, ‘I require the nervous system of a mammal. Do you have one handy?’”490 

 

I handed over my nervous system to the mushroom at Burning Man, an art and music festival held 

annually in the Black Rock Desert, Nevada. In the space of a week some 20,000 plus acid heads 

invade this vast prehistoric lakebed with well-mannered anarchy. But no matter how “alternative” the 

types who attend this event claim to be, some things never change, including the developed world’s 

squeamishness about toilet facilities. The portaloos were clean as could be yet I never heard anything 

but moaning and an almost panicked fear that people might have to defecate on a pile of excrement, 

rather than into a pristine pool of water made for their turd only. And then, on the final night, I 

found myself sitting alone inside the loos, drawn to the fragrant darkness again and again, feeling very 

comfortable and almost, dare I say it, “among friends.” When I told my husband later, he said, no 

wonder I felt happy there: mushrooms grow on shit! 

 

* 

 

I never thought I would find the jungle vine here in New Zealand. But a series of coincidences lead 

me to a house in Titirangi, not far from where I was born. A small group of us sat, cross legged, in a 

shed-sized house, similar to the one where I took my first breath. We drank the brew which was 

strangely sweet, like molasses but bitter as well, sickly but full of the secrets of the earth.  

 

And earth is where it took me. No visions of serpents for me, only the preverbal ague of an infant 

who can’t even lift its own head. My face was glued to the floor except when I was vomiting into my 

elliptical green bucket, which at one point became the Ellerslie Race Track, sparkling lights for the 

Easter Show, everything in life being one great superficially heart-felt glistering Elvis-in-sunglasses, 
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overweight-sad-men-vomiting show. I couldn’t understand words but I could almost understand all 

the other languages that were being sung around me, sad songs about alcoholism and colonialism, 

sung by characters that looked like calaveras, sugar skulls of the Mexican Dia de Los Muertos. And I 

wanted to cry, and shit, but mostly it was just vomiting, sweats and chills but also some thrilling 

sensations too, like: this is a body and this is a floor and these are clothes – and these are words, or 

parts of words, in my brain, forming chains of associations like little ladders that I can climb up, 

climb my way out of this mire and murk. But I like the murk, the murk is my home, I feel safe and 

happy and warm, like a mushroom in shit. So I lay my head on the floor, just inches away from where 

my murky obsidian liquid sloshes in my plastic racecourse bucket. I didn’t vomit any snakes, just an 

unconvincing gelatinous worm. But then, according to Darwin, worms are history’s unsung heroes. 

And, in the morning, with jelly knees, I buried my vomit the way afterbirth is buried, earth to earth, 

the spirit of the Amazon buried next to stands of manuka, near the place where my own whenua was 

returned to earth forty years ago. 

 

I didn’t learn anything. I unlearned everything, like Paul Klee and Henri Matisse, who endeavoured to 

undo all the conditioning of the entire Western art canon. I expected visions and meanings: legible 

signs, which could be translated into courses of action. I was hoping for hallucinatory narratives, 

which could be written up and dissected, and which might even possibly give me a neat summary for 

this writing, like tying a big ostentatious bow on the gift I give to you, the reader.  

 

Instead, I gibbered, and drooled, and almost shat my pants. This gruelling regression was perhaps 

what my grandmother was going through on her death bed three months later. It was like she was 

running a marathon, getting to death was such hard work. She wasn’t trying to escape Emily 

Dickinson’s purple, she was trying to catch it up. She got there in the end. 
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