
Yoko Ono 
On White//1997 

Whiteness is the most conceptual colour ... it does not interfere with your 
thoughts. 

Yoko Ono, untitled statement from interview with Chrissie lies in Yoko Ono: Have You Seen the 

Horizon lately? (Oxford: Museum of Modern Art, 1997) n.p. 

216// 0N COLOUR AND COLOURS 



And 

white 

appears. Absolute 

white. 

White 

beyond all 

whiteness. 

White 

of the coming of the 

White . 

White 

without compromise, through exclusion, through total eradication of 

non -white. 

Insane, enraged 

white, 

screaming with 

whiteness. 

Fanatical, furious, riddling the retina. Horrible electric 

white, 

implacable, murderous. 

White 

in bursts of 

white. 

Henri Michaux. 'With Mescaline', 1956 



Henri Michaux 
With Mescaline// 1956 

[ ... J Himalayas spring up abruptly, higher than the highest mountain, tapering to 
a point, in fact not real peaks, just outlines of mountains, but no less high for all 
that, gigantic triangles with increasingly acute angles to the farthest edge of 
space, absurd but enormous.[ ... ] 

The himalaying machine has stopped, then starts up again. Huge plowshares 
furrow away. Inordinately huge plowshares are making furrows with no reason 
to make furrows. Plowshares, and once again the giant scythes slashing 
nothingness from top to bottom, with big slashes repeated fifty, a hundred, a 

hundred and fifty times ... 
And 'White' appears. Absolute white. White beyond all whiteness. White of 

the coming of the White. White without compromise, through exclusion, 
through total eradication of nonwhite. Insane, enraged white, screaming with 
whiteness. Fanatical, furious, riddling the retina. Horrible electric white, 
implacable, murderous. White in bursts of white . God of 'white'. No, not a god, a 
howler monkey. (Let's hope my cells don't blow apart.) 

End of white. I have a feeling that for a long time to come white is going to 
have something excessive for me.[ ... ] 

Henri Michaux, extract from "Avec mescaline', Miserable Miracle (Monaco: Editions du Rocher, 

1956 ); tran s. David Ball, in Darkness Moves: An Henri Michaux Anthology: 7927- 7984, ed . and trans. 

David Ball (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1994) 198. 



Herman Melville 
The Whiteness of the Whale// 1851 

What the white whale was to Ahab, has been hinted; what, at times, he was to 
me, as yet remains unsaid. 

Aside from those more obvious considerations touching Moby Dick, which 
could not but occasionally awaken in any man's soul some alarm, there was 
another thought, or rather vague, nameless horror concerning him, which at 
times by its intensity completely overpowered all the rest; and yet so mystical 
and well nigh ineffable was it, that I almost despair of putting it in a 
comprehensible form. It was the whiteness of the whale that above all things 
appalled me. But how can I hope to explain myself here; and yet, in some dim, 
random way, explain myself I must, else all these chapters might be naught. 

Though in many natural objects, whiteness refiningly enhances beauty, as if 
imparting some special virtue of its own, as in marbles, japonicas and pearls; 
and though various nations have in some way recognized a certain royal pre
eminence in this hue; even the barbaric, grand old kings of Pegu placing the title 
'Lord of the White Elephants' above all their other magniloquent ascriptions of 
dominion; and the modern kings of Siam unfurling the same snow-white 
quadruped in the royal standard; and the Hanoverian flag bearing the one figure 
of a snow-white charger; and the great Austrian Empire, Caesarian heir to 
overlording Rome, having for the imperial colour the same imperial hue; and 
though this pre-eminence in it applies to the human race itself, giving the white 
man ideal mastership over every dusky tribe; and though, besides all this, 
whiteness has been even made significant of gladness, for among the Romans a 
white stone marked a joyful day; and though in other mortal sympathies and 
symbolizings, this same hue is made the emblem of many touching, noble things 
- the innocence of brides, the benignity of age; though among the Red Men of 
America the giving of the white belt of wampum was the deepest pledge of 
honour; though in many climes, whiteness typifies the majesty of Justice in the 
ermine of the Judge, and contributes to the daily state of kings and queens 
drawn by milk-white steeds; though even in the higher mysteries of the most 
august religions it has been made the symbol of the divine spotlessness and 
power; by the Persian fire worshippers, the white forked flame being held the 
holiest on the altar; and in the Greek mythologies, Great Jove himself being 
made incarnate in a snow-white bull; and though to the noble Iroquois, the 
midwinter sacrifice of the sacred White Dog was by far the holiest festival of 
their theology, that spotless. faithful creature being held the purest envoy they 
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could send to the Great Spirit with the annual tidings of their own fidelity; and 
though directly from the Latin word for white, all Christian priests derive the 

name of one part of their sacred vesture, the alb or tunic, worn beneath the 
cassock; and though among the holy pomps of the Romish faith, white is 

specially employed in the celebration of the Passion of our Lord; though in the 

Vision of St. John, white robes are given to the redeemed, and the four-and

twenty elders stand clothed in white before the great white throne, and the Holy 
One that sitteth there white like wool; yet for all these accumulated 
associations, with whatever is sweet, and honourable, and sublime, there yet 

lurks an elusive something in the innermost idea of this hue, which strikes more 

of panic to the soul than that redness which affrights in blood. 
This elusive quality it is, which causes the thought of whiteness, when 

divorced from more kindly associations, and coupled with any object terrible in 

itself, to heighten that terror to the furthest bounds. Witness the white bear of the 

poles, and the white shark of the tropics; what but their smooth, flaky whiteness 
makes them the transcendent horrors they are? That ghastly whiteness it is which 

imparts such an abhorrent mildness, even more loathsome than terrific, to the 

dumb gloating of their aspect. So that not the fierce-fanged tiger in his heraldic 

coat can so stagger courage as the white-shrouded bear or shark.[ ... ] 
Is it that by its indefiniteness it shadows forth the heartless voids and 

immensities of the universe, and thus stabs us from behind with the thought of 
annihilation, when beholding the white depths of the milky way? Or is it, that 

as in essence whiteness is not so much a colour as the visible absence of colour, 

and at the same time the concrete of all colours; is it for these reasons that there 
is such a dumb blankness, full of meaning, in a wide landscape of snows - a 

colourless, all-colour of atheism from which we shrink? [ ... ] 

Herman Melvi lle , extracts from 'The Whitene ss of the Whale", Moby-Dick . or The Whale (New York: 

Harper and Brother s, 1851 ); reprinted edition (New York and London: Penguin. 1992) 204-6; 212. 



Ad Reinhardt 
Black as Symbol and Concept;/ 196 7 

[ ... ] I want to stress the idea of black as intellectuality and conventionality. 
There's an expression 'the dark of absolute freedom' and an idea of formality. 
There's something about darkness or blackness that I don't want to pin down. 
But it's aesthetic. And it has not to do with outer space or the colour of skin or 
the colour of matter. As a matter of fact, the glossier, texturier, gummy black is a 
sort of an objectionable quality in painting. It's one reason I moved to a sort of 
dark grey. At any rate it's a matt black. And the exploitation of black as a kind of 
quality, as a material quality, is really objectionable. Again I'm talking on another 
level, on an intellectual level. [Shiny black] reflects, and it has unstable quality 
for that reason. It's quite surreal. If you have a look at a shiny black surface it 
looks like a mirror. It reflects all the activity that's going on in a room. As a 
matter of fact, it's not detached then. 

The reason for the involvement with darkness and blackness is, as I said, an 
aesthetic-intellectual one, certainly among artists. And it's because of its non-
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colour. Colour is always trapped in some kind of physical activity or 
assertiveness of its own; and colour has to do with life. In that sense it may be 
vulgarity or folk art or something like that. 

Clive Bell made it clear that there was an aesthetic emotion that was not any 
other kind of emotion. And probably you could only define that negatively.[ ... ) 

Ad Reinhardt, 'Black as Symbol and Concept' , transcript of contribution to phone conference 

discussion between Reinhardt, Aldo Tambellini, Michael Snow, et al., commissioned by and 

published in artscanada (Toronto, October 1967); reprinted in Art as Art : The Selected Writings of Ad 

Reinhardt , ed. Barbara Rose (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1975) 86-8. 



Henri Matisse 
Black is a Colour// 1946 

Before, when I didn't know what colour to put down, I put down black. Black i 

a force: I depend on black to simplify the construction. Now I've given up black! 

The use of black as a colour in the same way as the other colours - yello'v\ 

red or blue - is not a new thing. 

The Orientals made use of black as a colour, notably the Japanese in thei 

prints. Closer to us, I recall a painting by Manet in which the velvet jacket of 

young man with a straw hat is painted in a blunt and lucid black. 

In the portrait of Zacharie Astruc by Manet, a new velvet jacket is als , 

expressed by a blunt, luminous black. Doesn't my painting of the Marocains us 

a grand black which is as luminous as the other colours in the painting? 

Like all evolution, that of black in painting has been made in jumps. But sine 

the Impressionists it seems to have made continuous progress, taking a mor 

and more important part in colour orchestration, comparable to that of th 

double-bass as a solo instrument. 

Henri Matisse. 'Black is a Colour ' (from tran script of a talk the artist gave at Galerie Maeght , Pari 

December 1946 ). in Matisse on Art, ed. Jack D. Flam (London: Phaidon Press. 1975 ); reprinted editio 

(Berkeley and Los Angeles: Univer sity of California Press. 1994 ) 106-7. 
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Johnny Cash 
The Man in Black//1971 

Well you wonder why I always dress in black 

Why you never see bright colours on my back 

And why does my appearance seem to have a sombre tone 
Well there's a reason for the things that I have on. 

I wear black for the poor and the beaten down 
Living in the hopeless and the hungry side of town. 
I wear it for the prisoner who has long paid for his crime 

But is there because he's a victim of his time. 

I wear the black for those who've never read 
Or listened to the words that Jesus said 

About the road to happiness through love and charity 
Why you'd think he's talking straight to you and me. 

Well we're doing mighty fine I do suppose 

In our streak-a-lightning cars and fancy clothes 

But just so we're reminded of the ones who are held back 

Up front there ought to be a man in black. 
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I wear it for the sick and lonely old 
For the reckless ones whose bad trip left them cold 
I wear the black in mourning for the lives that could have been 
Each week we lose a hundred fine young men. 

And I wear it for the thousands who have died 
Believing that the Lord was on their side 
I wear it for another hundred thousand who have died 
Believing that we all were on their side. 

Well there's things that never will be right I know 
And things need changing every where you go 
But until we start to make a move to make a few things right 
You'll never see me wear a suit of white. 

Oh I'd love to wear a rainbow every day 
And tell the world that everything's ok 
But I'll try to carry off a little darkness on my back 

Till things are brighter I'll be the man in black. 

Johnny Cash. 'The Man in Black' ( 1971) first released as a Columbia Records single© 1971. renewed 

1998, Song of Cash, Inc. (ASCAP). Administered by BUG. All rights reserved. Used by permission. 



Vincent van Gogh 
On Shades of Grey// 1882 

[ ... ]Absolute black does not really occur. But like white, it is present in almost all 
colours and forms the endless variety of greys - distinguished in tone and 
intensity - so that in nature one really does not see anything but tones and 
intensities. There are only three basic colours - red, yellow, blue, 'composites' 
orange, green and purple. By adding black and some white one gets the endless 
variations of greys, red-grey, yellow-grey, blue-grey, green-grey, orange-grey, 
violet-grey. It is impossible to say, for instance, how many different green-greys 
there are, it varies endlessly. But the whole chemistry of colours is no more 
complicated than these few simple basics. And a good understanding of this is 
worth more than seventy different colours of paint, since one can make more than 
seventy tones and intensities with the three principal colours and white and 
black. He is a colourist, who, seeing a colour in nature, knows very well how to 
analyse it and to say, for instance, that green-grey is yellow with black and almost 
no blue, etc.; in short, he knows how to make the greys of nature on the palette. 
[ ... ] 

Vincent van Gogh, Letter to his brother Theo (The Hague, c. 1 August 1882); reprinted in Art in 

Theory 1815-1900, ed. Charles Harrison, Paul Wood (Oxford: Blackwell , 1998) 942-3. 




