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E X H I B I T     C  

_______________________________ 
 
 
Color is a chronicle of chemistry, fueled by desire.  First came nature, then 

impulses to imitate its true colors.  Harnessing ocher, lampblack, hematite (from the 
Greek word for “blood”), indigo (from Baghdad and Bengal), cinnabar (from Spain: 
purified, synthesized, ground to certain fineness), color-seekers sought the marrow of 
madder, fixed with mordents, to spread red, getting white from eggshells or calcinated 
bird bones.  Pliny and Vitruvius described the ten thousand shells of mollusks needed to 
furnish a gram of royal purple (a recipe that varied with grades of murex found north and 
south; a recipe lost with the Fall of Rome).  An array of activities, across eras and areas, 
secreted the spectrum’s secrets. 

  
Akin to alchemy—with maceration, decoction, distillation, decantation, 

precipitation, filtration, washing, and drying—recipes over centuries resembled 
conjurations, using harnessed natural hues, ground into pigments and dyes, fixed to fibers 
and spun into wool, silks, tapestries, and textiles—to enwrap bodies, spread over beds, 
hung on walls, to hint at a process as guarded as that for the Philosopher’s Stone.   
 

And so, I desire deformations of dye.  Dyeing deforms original minerals, earths, 
oxides.  Dyeing was protected by trades, pacts and patron saints—Saint Maurice for 
French guilds, while Venetian dyers preferred Saint Onofrio—then used to illuminate 
manuscripts and stain glass.  Mary’s mantle (and that robe of the king of France) was not 
blue until red went out of fashion (in the Middle Ages), when woad (a cruciferous plant 
whose popularity leached soil and threatened starvation, also known as Isatis tinctoria) 
yielded brighter, lightfast shades.  

 
Dyeing has been a journey, conveying Arab merchants by sea from India to 

Persia, by caravan to Mediterranean ports (Baghdad to Alexandria, Cyprus, Rhodes) to 
sea toward Amalfi, Pisa, Genoa, Venice, farther north and west—bearing cochineal, 
brazilwood, saffron and indigo, into the hands of European dyers.   

 
Dyeing is a story of supports, both means and ends: from papyrus to skin-based 

parchment, pulp-based paper and linen canvas, which absorbs oil- and tempura-based 
binders.  Look closely at a tapestry or painting—through more than the naked eye, 
perhaps, with an electron microscope or X-ray diffraction—to see its pigmented history.  
Un-dress, to learn the state of the world: Made in Taiwan, India, Israel, Italy.  The 
unkempt seamstress in the warehouse is as skinny as the runway model, face-painted with 
wings the color of doves, Kohl-lined eyes, and lips that defy red (somewhere in its 
lineage of auburn, brazil, burgundy, carmine, carnation, carnelian, cerise, cinnabar, 



coquelicot, cresol, crimson, damask, dragon’s blood, fuchsia, garnet, madder, magenta, 
maroon, minium, mordoré, murrey, oxblood, pink, puce, rose, ruby, rufous, russet, 
sanguine, scarlet, stammel, vermilion—). 

 
Dyeing is an art, like everything else.   
 
Dyeing is a matter of living, like Diderot wrote: “Drawing gives shape to all 

creatures, color gives them life.  Such is the divine breath that animates them.”i   
 
Dyeing also can be deathly.  Used in Egyptian cosmetics, orpiment and realgar 

contained arsenic, poisoning through cheeks, lids, lips.  Later, in smaller doses, it repelled 
insects from illuminated manuscripts, allowing parched preservation.  

 
It is arsenic that I can’t get out of my system, licking lips after swallowing a bit of 

gloss, while pondering preservation against rearrangements of flesh, muscle and fat, not 
for the purpose of health, but for beauty.  How far to go?  Was Medusa so monstrous, or 
did her matter rest in the Eye of the Beholder?  What about that plastic surgeon who 
devised a way to make wings?  Will you kill me slowly by trying to re-form my 
deformities, which cannot be trusted or tamed?  Will I starve myself if deprived of blue, 
until the hue emerges in the very shade of my skin?   

 
And so, the Undertaker starts to show true colors—as an artist of the body. 
 

 
 

                                                
 
NOTES 

 
i Qtd. in François Delamare and Bernard Guineau, Colors: The Story of Dyes and Pigments 
(Harry Abrams, Inc., 2000), 129. The prior italicized line derives from Sylvia Plath’s “Lady 
Lazarus”: “Dying / Is an art, like everything else” (lines 43-44). 
 
* “Exhibit C” first appeared in Black Warrior Review 35:2. Please send this “Exhibit” back to 
the Undertaker in metamorphosed form: difformite@gmail.com. For further instructions, see 
http://difformite.wordpress.com/. 
 
 


