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For Margaret Cohen’s sea-legs

IT IS 1850 and the sea is but a distant memory connected by interminable
waterways. An Englishman is looking down on a bunch of Bengali tribes-
men making indigo. ‘I am puzzled to tell you what precise colour it really

has,’ he says:

. . . for being like the sea, exposed to the sky, in like way its quantity and the
state of the weather influence its appearance. When the beating commences,
however, it generally presents a light green complexion. This through a variety
of beautiful changes, gradually darkens into a Prussian green, and from that,
as the beating continues, and the colouring matter more perfectly develops
itself (the froth having almost entirely subsided), into the intense deep blue
of the ocean in stormy weather. (Grant, 1984 [1866]: 128)

A long way from the sea, perhaps, yet so close. More than close, it encloses.
The sea is change and the change is color – not color as an add-on or as an
extra applied to a form, but color as that which pulls the observer into the
observed, which may even include being pulled into time as in history. Why
not, especially when what we are pulled into has gone?

Is there any nature left? you ask. Is its disappearance what makes it
so tempting? For the sea has long disappeared from people’s lives. Now it
has come back, as spectacle, something visual beyond the body, like a
painting on a gallery wall. As a work-space the sea was beautiful but danger-
ous. It combined varieties of pleasure with varieties of pain such that both
pleasure and pain were often cancelled out in place of an almost religious
power, which both Conrad and Melville built their works around. Until fairly
recently the sea was everywhere and a large fraction of humanity was
employed by it. When I was a kid, Sydney harbor was full of working ships
from all over the world and the longshoremen could bring the country to a
halt with their strikes.
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As never before, world trade and shopping malls depend on ships. Yet
the unions are broken, the workforce is minuscule, and the ships have
departed over the horizon to remote industrial sites equipped to handle
containers. Meanwhile, the sailors and working-class people who lived close
to the sea in the ports of the world have been pushed aside to make way for
the rich who will kill for their ocean view.

I spent Christmas of 2004 in a lighthouse on a deserted island, home
to wild pigs and horses, off the westernmost extremity of Europe, a few hours
from Santiago de Compostela. The lighthouse-keeper, who had two brothers
working in the same profession, told me there remained but 80 lighthouse-
keepers in Spain and that she was the only woman. More and more, the
lighthouses are automated. In the US I believe they all are – automated
lights blinking their greetings of welcome and warning to what are basically
automated vessels far out to sea. As we walked back to the lighthouse in
the late afternoon, the sea alight with flickering color, she raised the fingers
of her right hand between her eye and the sun setting on the sea. Between
the sinking sun and the horizon there was room for two fingers only. At 15
minutes a finger, she said, that means we have only half an hour to get the
light of the lighthouse lit. These fingers are among the last sign of the human
being as seafarer, fingers interposed between sea and sun as night blankets
the ocean.

During the many years of the Franco dictatorship – a dictatorship
essential to the US as a source of military bases – this island had been
refuge to peasants fleeing the mainland. They had terraced the land and
carved out a livelihood growing crops and raising livestock. It is said they
lived better than people on the mainland. After the dictator died, the island
was taken over by a relative of one of Franco’s generals who expelled the
peasants so as to make the island into a resort. Where the peasants had
built their tiny village, he built a crenellated wall a few meters high, suggest-
ing a castle battlement. By the jetty he got workmen to construct a statue
of a mermaid. But other than the lighthouse-keeper, there were no human
beings on the island any more. Once I saw the new owner out at sea in a
powerful cabin cruiser. It was a choppy day and his boat was pitching like
a crazy thing as he circumnavigated his island.

There was life to be sure, as with the wild animals, witness to a
previous age of peasant occupation. And there was the lighthouse-keeper
with her light sweeping in wide circles across the night, carrying its message
of danger and comfort to the mariner. Yet all the more reason why the island
seemed more dead than alive, a ghostly place inhabited by memories I, for
one, would be unlikely to access.

Nature does not so much disappear as exist in layers of such histories,
with each layer written across the one before so that the earlier layers
continue to be visible in a smudged-out and sometimes surprising way. How
curious that the wildness of the animals was itself probably due to this very
same history, whereby docile farm animals were now unapproachable,
galloping in headlong flight or stock still at a distance like cardboard
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cut-outs, a newborn foal nuzzling its mother’s stomach. Through the dense
undergrowth, the spiraling, burrow-like paths of wild pigs went deeper into
nowhere, the beginnings of time itself, while overhead the white lighthouse
kept time at a standstill. Surrounded by sea, history surfaced as pre-history.

Dialectical images such as these recast history as nature, the ideal as
real. They come out of nowhere, it seems, as if by chance, making the
present more present, the past more vivid, welling up within us as some-
thing alive. ‘There I have been,’ you might almost say. Yet redemption can
never be final because the gap between the old and the new can never be
closed. Writing worth reading is built this way, writing being a continuous
confrontation with the past that evoked it. Such is the reflection of the sky
in the sea. Such is indigo.

My empire for a dash of blue! In 1789 the French colony of Saint-
Domingue (now Haiti and Santo Domingo) had some 1800 indigo slave
plantations in its western province alone (Dubois, 2004: 27). Not sugar but
indigo was the chief export for this colony, whose colossal historical reso-
nance to the present day is, however, invariably associated with sugar. And
if before the invention of synthetic aniline dyes in the mid-19th century the
colonial world was an emporium of color to be shipped to Europe from plan-
tations or from insects and precious saps and resins tapped from trees in
tropical forests, certain it is that big chunks of empire were acquired through
red cloth and blue and white beads. Color bequeathed color.

For, in addition to the small amounts of precious pigments used by
artists like van Eyck, hard at work in their studios changing the way we see,
there was a huge European demand for color by dyers of textiles changing
the way we are seen. By the 18th century, thanks to indigo, naturally light-
fast and fadeproof, blue had become the uniform of work and authority
(Pastoureau, 2001). Have you never wondered why our cops wear blue, other
than to hide pizza stains? Napoleon’s Grand Armée imported 150 tons of
indigo to dye 600,000 uniforms a year. A century or more before that saw
the invention of what has become fundamental to modern culture world-
wide, as natural as the air we breathe: denim and jeans, tough linen and
cotton twill cloth dyed in indigo – denim, so it is often said, coming from
Nimes, as in serge de Nîmes, jeans from genoese or gene fustian, fustian
probably derived from the Egyptian city of Fustat, old Cairo (Balfour-Paul,
1997: 269; see also Pastoureau, 2001: 163–7).

Old Cairo in our very jeans’ bottoms! Impossible to imagine, for the
name takes us back to long before Napoleon, to the European Dark Ages
when the nobility was ready to sacrifice anything for the colors, textiles,
and spices of the Orient, in the same way as the US is driven by an insa-
tiable need for oil for its SUVs. We are often told that European imperial-
ism began in the 15th century with the search for oriental spices by such
famous navigators as Vasco de Gama and Christopher Columbus seeking
sea routes to get at the pepper, nutmeg, cinnamon, ginger, cloves and
saffron closed off by high tariffs imposed when the Ottoman Turks took
over much of the Muslim world. The Portuguese got around this roadblock
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when they dropped anchor off India in 1498. Venice and the Muslim world
never recovered.

What is not so commonly realized is that this trade with Europe has
history stretching back much further than Vasco de Gama and Christopher
Columbus, at least to the 8th century, and that it included color in addition
to spices, with Baghdad, for example, becoming the center of the indigo
trade. By the 13th century, caravan routes connecting India (hence indigo)
and the Middle East to the ports of Venice and Genoa, Amalfi and Pisa,
were carrying what today no less than back then seems quite magical: dyes
and colored velvet, silk, damask (from Damascus), muslin (from Mosul),
baudekin (from Baghdad), cotton (qutn), taffeta (tafta), satin (zaytuni) and
mohair (mukhayyar) (Balfour-Paul, 1997: 21).

All these names, such as damask or muslin, carry with them a tremor.
Exotic yet familiar, they stress the English-speaking tongue in unusual
ways. Stripped of their history no less than of their place-reference such as
Damsacus in Syria or Mosul in Iraq, they have become naught but names,
less than names, really, just sounds, we might say; yet for all of that, and
indeed because of that, something else hovers in the vague aura that the
sounds can, on occasion, provoke.

The tongue remembers, but you do not. Life moves on while all around
you lie the traces of lost eras, active in the present, hanging on the wall,
covering the windows, not to mention the couch on which you sit or the dress
you will wear tonight. Damask. My dictionary exudes 15th through 19th
centuries meanings: the color of Damask Rose; the color attributed to a
women’s cheeks; a blush; rose-water distilled from Damascus roses; a rich
silk fabric woven with elaborate designs and figures, often of a variety of
colors (Oxford English Dictionary, 1971).

Color cannot easily be separated from substance – magical poly-
morphous substance, we might say – from silk fabric, the face, perfume, a
woman blushing, rose-water, roses. . . . What’s forgotten yet seems strangely
familiar as something arcane and mysterious is not only the city of
Damascus, so far removed, but the constellation of wonders which it
designated. You ask yourself: what happens if one tries to redeem both name
and constellation? The name opens like a flower. This is something more
than relating facts about the past, something more than reading off
‘meanings’ in a dictionary.

Color cannot easily be separated from spices, either, another form of
what I call ‘polymorphous magical substance’, by which strange term I wish
to indicate how color can be thought of as much a chameleon substance as
something visual. The hint of Freud, as with polymorphous perversity, is
very much included here, as is the white feathery substance like the feathers
of newborn birds said to compose the bodies of Selk’nam shamans on Isla
Grande in Tierra del Fuego, a substance capable of all manner of metamor-
phoses based to a large extent on visualization (Taussig, 1999). The
European spice trade with the Orient meant a whole lot more than spices (a
word derived from the Latin, species). It meant dyestuffs, perfumes and
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medicines, as well as condiments; it was a trade in which dyestuffs repre-
sented ‘a major portion of the overall spice trade’ (Balfour-Paul, 1997: 21).

If historically – or should we say retrospectively – color has in this
way been categorized as a ‘spice’, as in ‘the spice of life’, suggesting a ‘rush’
that takes us out of ourselves, like a drug, it is exceedingly curious that this
association should have been forgotten in our usual understandings of the
rise of the West to economic and military prominence.

Just as curious, and no doubt connected, is that although the trade in
such stuffs as color and condiments is commonly designated a luxury trade,
as though separable from ‘basic’ or ‘real’ needs, the passion for such items
was every bit as powerful as for ‘real’ needs, and was the motor that
propelled Europe to take over the world. What irony there is in the fact that
the Baghdad of indigo fame from the 8th to the 15th century should be the
same Baghdad mercilessly bombed and torn apart for oil as I write these
lines.

As Europe expanded into the New World and acquired vast colonies
in Asia, so cultivation of the indigo plant, of which there are more than 300
varieties, tropical and temperate, became as important or more important
than sugar or opium. It was associated with terrible exploitation of Indians
and blacks over centuries in Guatemala, Salvador and Nicaragua, the most
important sources of indigo in mainland America, while in the French
colony of Saint-Domingue it was the colony’s prime crop, playing an import-
ant role in providing the leadership of the successful slave revolt begun in
1891 (Garrigus, 1993; Smith, 1959).

At that very time India reasserted what had been its 16th-century
prominence in the indigo trade with Europe. The riots and protests in the
Bengal indigo plantations just after the Indian Mutiny of 1857 are now the
stuff of legend there, beginning in 1860 with the anonymously written play,
Neel-darpan (The Mirror of Indigo), depicting the atrocities suffered by the
Muslim peasants at the hands of British and Hindu landowners, atrocities
which led to one of ‘the mightiest peasant revolts in the sub-continent’
(Guha, 1974–5; see also Rao and Rao, 1992: 9).1 For 30 years, from 1820,
Bengal indigo was surpassed as an export only by opium, a government
monopoly (King, 1966: 25).

To produce an 8-ounce cake of dried indigo required some 2000
square feet of Bengali land. Put yourself in a field measuring 50 by 40 feet.
Look around you and feel the space. From this can come a cake of blue
weighing the same as a couple of Big Macs, one in each hand. Color does
not come cheap in terms of human toil or natural resources. Yet the profits
gained can be no less magnificent than the color. In drawings of the period,
your eye is drawn to the grandeur of the landlord’s palaces.

How did this little cake of blue come into being? Sheaves of indigo
plants 6 feet long were crushed and placed overnight in vats of clear river
water where they were steeped for 10 to 12 hours, depending on the
temperature of the warm night air. Presumably the day was too hot for the
color. The water was obtained from its source by means of peons working a
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treadmill moving an ingenious contraption called a Chinese Pump,
basically an escalator with buckets.

In the morning the water level had risen 6 inches on account of the
swelling of the plants, while the surface of the vat presented what has been
described by a British eyewitness around 1850, Colesworthy Grant, as
presenting ‘a strange mottled appearance in colour – principally of purple
and coppery hues, partially covered with a bluish froth’ (Grant, 1984 [1866]:
125). Both the color and the temperature – frequently measured with a ther-
mometer – indicated when the steeping had gone far enough. To allow it to
continue would damage the final product.

Something quite miraculous then occurred as the fluid was drained
into the lower of the two vats known as ‘the beating vat’. To Mr Grant it
appeared as a dull, or sometimes bright, orange, along with a ‘horrid odour’.
Spreading across the floor of the vat, the orange was ‘exchanged’ for a ‘bright
raw green, covered with a beautiful lemon-colored cream or froth’ (Grant,
1984 [1866]: 126).

Color is not only heat but texture, strange textures at that, such as
yellow cream and yellow froth. It is also movement and change. Goethe was
dead on. His ingenious experiments with pin-holes allowing light into dark
rooms, heating his penknife to high temperatures so as to have sheets of
color spread across the blade, having films of oil catch the light by dropping
oil onto water, brandy and other fluids, opening up fissures in rock crystals,
plunging transparent heated glass into water such that the cracks exhibit
colors of great beauty, and boiling chocolate so as to observe the color
changes spreading across the surface of its bubbles – all these games
opened up color, took ‘it’ out of the straitjacket of the spectrum so as to
release its spectrality in the same way as do these vats of effervescent indigo.
With regard to chocolate bubbles, Goethe writes that on the highest point
of the bubble:

. . . we see a small circle appear, which is yellow in the centre; the other
remaining coloured lines move constantly round this with a vermicular
[worm-like] action. In a short time the circle enlarges and sinks downwards
on all sides; in the centre the yellow remains; below and on the outside it
becomes red, and soon blue; below this again appears a new circle of the
same series of colours: if they approximate sufficiently, a green is produced
by the union of the border colours. (1974 [1840]: 194)

I take this to be the ur-scene of nomadic science: a kid-like adult of
prodigious learning leaning forwards, staring into a bubble of living choco-
late expanding into an ever more unspherical sphere so he can all the better
relate to, or should we say enter into, its colors, by whose means he enters
into activity, which is to say reality itself. Witness the perceiver becoming
part of the perceived. Second point: the wonder. Third point: change, flow,
and heterogeneity in a constant becoming. And fourth point: a nomadic
following of the trace, like a hunter or a student open to open space no less
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than to chance in which matter-force rather than matter-form seems to
provide a more honest way of describing what is happening (Deleuze and
Guattari, 1987).

We may try to trap color in the vat of color-categories, green, yellow, or
blue, sometimes bright, sometimes dull, but it – this ‘it’ – eludes us because
it is in continuous transformative flux. We may try to trap color as some
‘matter-form’ apart from the substance in which it inheres, but it – this
‘matter-force’ – proves not only inseparable from that from which it is suppos-
edly distinct but, as if to hammer home this point, this composite color-
substance keeps changing, one minute mottled, one minute blue froth, next
minute lemon cream, with many more composites on the way. But the all-
pervasive stench, yes! that is constant, it being smell, like color, that melts
the barrier separating the knower from the known or, as two philosophers of
enlightenment would have it: ‘Of all the senses, that of smell – which is
attracted without objectifying – bears clearest witness to the urge to lose
oneself in and become the “other”’ (Horkheimer and Adorno, 1987: 184).

Now it is ready for its beating. Stripped to the waist, coolies jump into
the vat up to their hips so as to stir and beat the liquid with bamboo paddles
for two hours. It looks plenty hot in the photograph I have, showing two
Englishmen in white pith helmets and spotless white duds looking down on
the coolies beating the blue. As for the coolies, their chests are naked. Their
ribs stick out. They are lined up in the vat to form three neat rows for the
photograph, arms aloft, elbows out, holding tight to their paddles. They are
as near as you can get to human machines – dancing machines, dancing in
stench.

The smell in this case is of fermented vegetable substance, but the
potent-smelling ‘urine vat’ is the oldest vat of all vats, using human or
animal urine to supply the necessary alkali. In 17th-century India, indigo
workers are reported as wearing masks with only the eyes exposed on
account of the smell, while those close to the work drank milk every hour,
‘this being a preservative against the subtlety of the indigo’. The workers
would spit blue for some time after work. An egg placed near a person
working an indigo vat would, at the end of one day, be found to be altogether
blue inside (J.B. Tavernier, Travels in India, vol. 22, 1925, cited in Balfour-
Paul, 1997: 87).

An egg! Who would have thought it? Everyday science at work.
Imagine cracking open your hard-boiled lunch and finding instead of a nice
smooth all the same egg-white, a putrid blue. Blue food! Worse still, imagine
a blue yolk! No doubt chemistry can explain this diabolic penetrative power
of blueness, but can it explain the chill or the unseemly mix of metaphors:
the masks, the eyes, the milk, the blue spit and the blue egg? What medley
of history and horror, science and poetry, is hereby made manifest?

It can only get worse. The surface of the vat swims before your eyes,
warm stench of rhythmic chaos on the move and intimate, very intimate with
the human’s body in motion. Girded by a necklace of blue foam a foot high,
the vat is in violent commotion:
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Every conceivable variety of action is given by the men in order to make the
beating perfect. They range themselves vis a vis, and advance, beating until
within four feet of each other – then retreat to either end, generally beating
in the opposite direction to their companions in front, lest by all beating in
one direction, the force of so many oars together should drive the liquid – too
precious to be wasted – over the edge of the vat. They will face to the right
– then to the left – changing hands as they do so – then range themselves in
one line, and beat from end to end, – then divide again and divide into two
as at first – then form a circle, and beat towards each other – ‘retreating,
chasing’ – like the figures in a quadrille, and then travel in a circle, until the
whole contents of the vat are in a whirl. (Grant, 1984 [1866]: 128)

As they advance and retreat along with this incandescent wave, their
bodies blue, the coolies sing obscene songs and give voice to vehement
cries.

Perhaps all labor has something of this quality, this eerie intimacy
with things and with motions inseparable from the thing we call mind,
only we take it for granted and don’t notice it until we are hit with a
broadside from the colonies. But here it is work, hideous and extreme,
yet something beautiful and worth writing home about, no doubt. It is the
density and intimacy of the interaction with the inner life of the object-
world that astounds me, the harmonies and self-transforming movements
of animating materials confined by the vat, exploding into obscene song
and color.

Small wonder that the indigo vat lent itself to sexual and magical ideas.
In European and American dye manuals one finds advice such as ‘not to
hurry her, or to work her as strong as at the first’. In Third World folklore,
the vat could give rise to gender taboos, with men being forbidden to get
close, as in Ireland, or pregnant women being forbidden, as in Syria – while
in Indonesia, on the island of Sumba, only women past child-bearing age
are allowed, the indigo-making process being considered ‘akin to the
conceiving and bearing of a child’. So as to cure a failed vat, the women of
the High Atlas in southern Morocco spread ‘blackness’ in the form of
malicious lies so as to outdo the spirits involved in damaging the vat, a
practice said to be widespread during the Madras presidency of India as
well (Balfour-Paul, 1997: 88–9).

You who read this are no doubt beyond such superstitions, as we like
to call them, referring the whole seething mass of petulant color to chem-
istry as it steadies itself before its next metamorphosis, in which color
becomes the proverbial ‘it’ – no longer ‘color’ but this composite force, first
dark orange, then light green shifting to dark green which, on being stirred:

appears of a greenish or bright olive; so that I am puzzled to tell you what
precise colour it really has, for being, like the sea, exposed to the sky, in like
way its quantity and the state of the weather influence its appearance. When
the beating commences, however, it generally presents a delicate light green
complexion. This, through a variety of beautiful changes, gradually darkens
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into a prussian green, and from that, as the beating continues, and the colour-
ing matter more perfectly develops itself (the froth having almost entirely
subsided), into the intense deep blue of the ocean in stormy weather. (Grant,
1984 [1866]: 128)

Color here takes on a life of its own, as befits something in nature upon
being transformed into a commodity. Not only does it acquire a life of its
own, but it is a life ‘more perfectly developing itself’, a life ever more lively
such that, finally, as a product readying itself for the market, it comes to
resemble the intense deep blue of the ocean in stormy weather. More than
resemblance, even more than an affinity, this connection to the ocean seems
one of kindred spirits. Our eyewitness does not say it is like the color of the
ocean but, as I engage with his language, it is the ocean.

And not just the ocean, if I may put it this way, but the essence of the
ocean to the extent that the blueness of the blue hauls in the entire ocean,
the color here being bigger than the biggest ocean. As in some science
fiction movie, the signifier (blue) has swallowed up the signified (the ocean).
No longer is the ocean exclusive home to giant serpents, whales, even
dragons. Blue swallows them whole and it does so because it is insepara-
ble from action as expressed in substance, this substance that is both liquid
and plant, liquid and human. This is enhanced because of the character-
istics the writer gives to the ocean which is not just blue, but intensely and
deeply blue, and is not just the ocean, but the ocean storming. Giving
substance, character, and passion to the ocean in this way assures the
correspondence between the color as color and the color as something alive,
flowing and moving, like magical polymorphous substance.

As such, color has a cosmic connection with heat and with weather
that assures an almost insane instability such that, instead of perceiving
a ‘color’, instead of perceiving blue, we are, in the case of 19th-century
Bengali indigo, perceiving warm fermenting substance that is, until impris-
oned in its little blue cake for export, an effervescent and fleeting reflec-
tion of reflections, as when our eyewitness in Bengal says: ‘it appears of a
greenish or bright olive; so that I am puzzled to what precise color it really
has, for being, like the sea, exposed to the sky, in like way its quantity
and the state of the weather influence its appearance’ (Grant, 1984 [1866]:
128).

The magic of the correspondence between blue and weather knows
one further correspondence: that the more that nature in the form of color-
bearing plants is converted into a market commodity, the more such artifice
will acquire some characteristics of the mother-lode of nature, namely the
ocean as that supreme entity which, of all the things in the world, at least
can never be converted into a commodity. The more that the color blue
enters into the world of economic exchange as a dusty cake of blue in an
auction house, the chances are the more it will come alive not as nature but
as storming nature, like the ocean, wild yet rhythmic, like the coolies with
their sharp cries and obscene songs. The magic of color lies in this.
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Where did it all go, the songs, the cries, the surging sea of green
becoming blue in scenes of wonder and cruelty? How much more cruel has
been the not-knowing and the forgetting, such that we could have no idea
of the long march from a plant in a far-away field in the tropics to its ultimate
fate in a vat and then in a market auction in Calcutta or London as a cake
of color? Can we re-trace the steps? Is it not time for blue to exert its magic
and sexuality so as to undo that which would cast it as ‘color’, sans history,
sans density, sans song? If it could penetrate an egg and make men cough
blue, this beauty that is indigo, how much more likely is it to penetrate
history as a silent sign ensconced in a color chart? When will we cough
blue?

In 1826 in Germany, Otto Unverdorben extracted from indigo a
substance he called aniline from which, years later, many different colors
could be made. The first was a new color called mauve in 1856, followed
by a cherry red given the name of fuschin after the fuschia flower in 1859.
In 1860 a black was developed and then, unbelievably, around 1862 violets,
greens and blues were made from fuschin, while poppy and scarlet reds
were developed a few years later. How miraculous that from the one color,
a dark blue verging on black, all these colors could be derived, ‘as colors
pour from tar’ (Burroughs, 1987: 247). And how wonderfully paradoxical
that it proved impossible to create the color indigo itself by these new
chemical means until as late as 1878, and that this could not be done cost-
effectively so as to compete with natural indigo until 1904! That which gave
birth to an entire spectrum of artificial color could not itself be artificially
reproduced until long after the other colors made their debut on the
chemical stage (Balfour-Paul, 1997: 43, note 84; Delamare and Guineau,
2000: 98–110).

These replaced colonial color. The homogeneity of their substance
replaced the heterogeneity of the earlier colors, with dire consequences for
our relationship to and understanding of color since the mid-19th century.
How curious, therefore, that the very word aniline rests on the Sanskrit name
for indigo, nila (meaning dark blue and darkness), carried into the Arabic,
nil or an-nil, thus entering into the Spanish as añil. Tortured, too, is the
word ‘artificial’, as in artificial versus natural color, as if the Bengal vats or
the urine vats were not artificial too.

There is a tortured relationship here. The new dyes that destroyed the
old ones not only hang onto the old name but make it even older, or older
sounding, resurrecting the Sanskrit. Truly, the modern gives birth to the
archaic and the proliferation of mythology. Beholden to the past in the realm
of nomenclature as much as by chemical and molecular genealogy, the new
colors destroy the past in terms of the means and sites of production, but
the trace is there and necessarily so, as the colonial exotic that informs all
color in the modern and not so modern world.

Sure, it is long since gone, this story of blue. It no longer seems
relevant, like the storyteller whose lost art lay in the fact that the story was
embedded in the person telling it. To have blue reinstall itself in the swirling
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stench of purple and copper hues, in that violent mix of beauty and revul-
sion, greed and technology, not to mention magic and sex – is this what Walter
Benjamin, that avid enthusiast of the magic of color in children’s books,
meant where he said at the end of his life that ‘nothing that has ever happened
should be regarded as lost to history’, that the ‘true picture of the past flits
by. The past can be seized only as an image which flashes up at an instant
when it can be recognized and never seen again’ (1979 [1970]: 257)?

So let us add spices to the equation, the enlivened palate to the dazzled
eye, mix them together as in the Middle Ages and as in the feverish
European demand for colonies. Throw in smell too, as with what you get
standing in an indigo vat under a hot Bengali sky and with gum benjamin
– what then happens to our sense of the senses when thus blended the one
with the other, let alone with such history? Can we really isolate and reduce
a taste to a taste-bud reaction, color to a retinal bleep? Does not world
history enter into the innermost physiological essence of such buds and
bleeps – just as world history is itself made of the passion for such
sensations too?

This is what lies behind Goethe’s early 19th-century observation that
primitives, kids and southern European women love vivid color – because
color is something which gathers together all that is otherwise inarticulate
and powerful in the bouquet of imagery and gamut of feelings brought to
mind by the ‘orient’, meaning that impassioned Othering at the heart of
colonization with its undertones of the far-away, adventure and the tropics.
And how fascinating and instructive that while Goethe emphasized the
preference for black and white in the Europe in which he lived, it was the
love of blues and reds, greens and yellows, that, along with condiments,
animated Europe’s aristocracy in earlier times, while indigo, so hugely
important a commodity for some 2000 years at least – this blue that is also
black and purple – became the color that supplanted color as, beginning in
the 14th century, the aristocracy, male and female, began to wear black in
a widespread process of European decoloration accelerated by the
Reformation.

Indigo crossed over class lines as well, becoming the color for the
Euro-American working class to garb their working and fighting bodies, the
color of the uniformed society. Indigo was the dye used right up until Levi-
Strauss, the man without a first name, invented jeans in 1853–5 in San
Francisco, using genoese imported from Europe. Ten years later he switched
to denim which, even as late as the 1870s, was being dyed with indigo, the
cloth being so dense that it was only able partially to absorb the dye, thus
giving the pants a faded color upon washing which lent them even more
prestige, such that when the Germans invented an economically priced blue
in 1904, displacing indigo, manufacturers of jeans sought to provide an
artificially faded appearance as well (Pastoureau, 2001: 167). It was a living
color born originally from a fermenting vat, like wine or cheese, that made
living pants which, like a domestic animal, grafted themselves onto and
became intimate with their human owners.
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Indigo was the ‘cross-over’ color par excellence: from the Orient to the
European ruling classes, from a color-filled world of the wealthy and the
churches in the West until the late Middle Ages to a color-less world of
blacks and blues thereafter, from the ruling classes to the working classes,
from its deep blue color to all colors thanks to aniline-based dyes replac-
ing natural dyes, from a commodity to something animate and intimate that
aged with its owner – and this is why indigo is the color that undoes itself
as that past that ‘can be seized only as an image which flashes up at an
instant when it can be recognized, and never seen again’ (Benjamin, 1979
[1970]: 257).

Flashing up, flaring up, color is movement – alive and stirring – like
the face-painting of those great mariners, the Trobriand Islanders, who
breathe magical spells into their colors before painting their faces. They can
act as guides of how to palimpsest Western histories of color and of the way
we might view world history itself, showing us how we in the West went a
stage further. In making the magic of color itself a commodity, we effectively
blinded ourselves to its magic, making it latent by disguising it in the
language of color instead of that of spiritual intensities. In effect, we
exploited not only the lives and labor of colored people the world over to
make colors for us – as so monstrously the case with indigo – but we
exploited the magic, the surplus-value, of color to empower the magic of the
commodity-form itself, what Karl Marx came to call the fetishism of
commodities, something you might consider next time you slip into the blue
of your blue jeans – that ‘intense deep blue of the ocean in stormy weather’.

To slip into the blue of your blue jeans is to slip into history, not the
history of ‘this happened, then that happened’, but rather what Nietzsche
had in mind with his complaint that nobody had yet written the color of
history. To slip into the blue of your blue jeans is to slip into a surprising
and unexpected encounter with the past – old Cairo in your jeans’ bottom,
for instance – but without your having the faintest idea of what you are
slipping into. Where might such affinities reside? How might they be
awakened and redeemed?

Josef Albers spent most of his life in the 20th century studying and
teaching color, and I find him a help here for he says a color changes when
a changing sound is heard (Albers, 1972). Could it be, then, that not only
the dancing and beating but also the sharp cries and songs of the tribesmen
have a part to play in the marvellous color changes occurring in the indigo
vat? Let us extend Albers here and suggest that the most changing element
in the changing sound which affects coloring is not only the vehement cries
but their obscenity, because it is obscenity which radically changes the
register of the meaning.

The image I present of the vat is surely no less obscene than the songs
are alleged to be, although in a quite different manner. In the image the
obscenity could be said to be in the gaze of the sahibs in their breeches and
pith helmets looking down on the tribesmen immersed in the vat. But there
is more to it than this, as there always is with so-called obscenity. The
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obscenity lies in the way this gaze registers the beauty, the strangeness and
the horror of indigo vegetating, oxygenating, playing, we might say – playing
with light and air and with the dancing of those strong arms and legs. This
is the mixture of beauty and horror that Conrad’s Marlow in Heart of
Darkness would call ‘the fascination of the abomination’, at which point
language fails him and colored flames running across water take over.

As for that other obscenity, the songs of the tribesmen in the vat, it
seems that obscene songs are often associated, perhaps the world over, with
collective labor. This is what I take from the anthropology of Africa, for
instance, whether it be men at work or women at work, as described by
Laura Bohannan (1964 [1954]) from her time in Tiv land in Nigeria in the
1950s. Men were frightened to get too close to the women weeding together,
singing their lusty songs. Many years before, Evans Pritchard had tried to
analyze the close association between obscenity and work, both skilled and
unskilled, collective and individual, in a wide variety of African societies.
Although it is not clear what ‘obscenity’ specifies in this and other writing
on the topic, other than the tuneful evocation of genitalia and heterosexual
sex, what is clear is that the song and the situation provide sexual license.
Prohibition is suspended. ‘Many of them are too obscene for inclusion’,
noted Louise Cramer (1946) with respect to the West Indian work songs she
collected in the Panama Canal Zone in the 1940s. Why this link between
work and obscenity exists is a matter for prolonged debate, but what I would
like to propose is that we understand obscenity as not only transgression of
sexual boundaries or rules of pollution, defined in terms of the more obvious
erotic zones, but as transgression of bodily propriety more generally under-
stood – by which I mean the sexualized body of the world including, of
course, the human body within that body. We need also to bear in mind that
to transgress is not only to lift a taboo temporarily but to feel its weight,
charged with the conflictual and exciting currents societies muster when
taboos are put to the test. Then the whole world looks different, as does the
language attempting to describe this state. Hence more sharp cries and
songs.

To work on nature, whether it be women weeding a field while singing
in Tiv land in Nigeria, threatening with hoary laughter to sexually attack
any man who ventures close; whether it be men in unison beating indigo in
a vat in Bengal; or whether it be that select elite of magically knowledge-
able women in east Indonesia working the indigo vat, akin to the uterus and
childbirth, is to partake sexually, so to speak, in the inner life of materials.
All labor has something of this quality, this eerie intimacy with things and
with motions inseparable from the thing we call mind, only we take it for
granted and rarely notice it until hit with a broadside from the colonies and
from other sites of manual labor where the mix of horror and the fabulous
makes us sit up and take note.

Magic is sometimes said to be just this dazzling fusion of the human
with the thing-world too, although the work is likely to be more involved
with theatre and incantation. But here in the Bengal vat it is work, hideous
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and extreme, yet something beautiful and worth writing home about, no
doubt. The collective nature of the work is an integral part of this too. The
bodies move like one as in a chorus line in time to the music which brings
the social and the natural worlds together.

It is the density and intimacy of the interaction with the inner life of
the object-world that astounds me, the harmonies and self-transforming
movements of animating materials confined by the vat, exploding into
obscene song and color. This is, I think, what it means to ‘redeem indigo’.
Listening to those names, for instance – sounds is what I mean, sounds that
trip the tongue with long forgotten accents and meaning – such as damask
– for, as Josef Albers says, a color changes when a changing sound is heard
at the same time. To redeem is to be obscene, working with the inner
realities of histories as brought forth by indigo, mother of all color.

Notes

This essay was first presented at the conference ‘Maritime in Modernity’ at Stanford
University in Spring 2005. The conference was organized by Margaret Cohen,
Professor of Comparative Literature at Stanford.
1. This revolt has been incisively analyzed by Ranajit Guha (1974–5). The play’s
author was Dinabandhu Mitra.
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