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On Seeing Red 

What's black and white and red all over? 

If one says red (the name of a colour) and there arc fifty 
people listening it can be expected there will be fifty 
reds in their minds, and one can he sure that all these 
reds will be different. 

( Joscf Alhers, Interaction of Colour) 

A red eye test. The eyes arc most sensitive to red. My eyes 
were tested in St Bartholomew's by Peter this morning. I 
had to look him in the eyes while he moved a red-tipped pen 
into my field of vision. At a certain point, the grey flashed to 
a bright red. As bright as a traffic light. 

To begin teaching someone: 'That looks Red' makes no 
sense, for he must say that spontaneously, once he has 
learned what Red means, ie learnt the technique of 
using that word. For if someone has mastered the use of 
what looks red - or indeed what looks red to me - he 
must also be capable of answering the question, 'And 
what is Red like?' and 'What does something look like 
when it turns Red?' 

(Wittgenstein, op. cit.) 

Red. Prime colour. Red of my childhood. Blue and green 
were always there in the sky and woodland unnoticed. Red 
first shouted at me from a bed of pelargoniums in the court
yard of Villa Zuassa. I was four. This red had no boundary, 
was not contained. These red flowers stretched to the 
horizon. 

Red protects itself. No colour is as territorial. It stakes a 
claim, is on the alert against the spectrum. 
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CHROMA 

Red adapts the eye for the dark. Infra-red. 

In the old garden red had a smell, as I brushed the leaves of 
the zonal pelargonium, scarlet filled my nostrils. I have 
called the plant formal pelargonium rather than geranium, 
as geranium conjures a dirty pink. The scarlet of Paul 
Crampncl is the perfect scarlet. The scarlet of flower beds; 
civic, municipal, public red, reflected in the jolly red buses 
that bring a touch of joy to the dank grey streets. 

Iris, the Rainbow, gave birth to Eros, the heart of the mat
ter. Love, like the heart, is red. Not the colour of red meat, 
hut the pure scarlet of flowers. Could you conceive of a 
bloody heart on a Valentine? All is fair in love and war, and 
red is without doubt the colour of war. The colour of life 
departing from a broken heart is a trickle of red blood. 
Sacred heart of Jesus. 

'My love is like a red red rose.' 

The French have a happy expression for the less per
ceptible tendency of yellow and blue towards red. They 
say the colour has an oeil de rouge, which we might ex
press hy a reddish glance. 

Love burns in the passion of red. 
Marilyn sprawled on the scarlet sheets. 
Heart-throb. 
She is 'the rose of the bloody field'. 
The rose of Jericho that grew in Bedlem. 

(Gocthc, op. cit.) 

Vino Santo. Vin rouge. Plonk. Shut your inebriate eyes and 
see red forever after. 

Red which is the consequence of a powerful impression 
of light may last for some hours. 

(ibid.) 
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ON SEEING RED 

If you look the light of the world in the eyes, creation turns 
scarlet. 

In the hospital they drop stinging belladonna in the eyes to 
open the pupils, and then take photos by flashlight. Is this 
that moment in Hiroshima? Did I live to tell the tale? For a 
fraction of a second there is a sky blue circle, and then the 
world reassembles itself in magenta. 

I'm four again. Zonal pelargoniums light up my eyes. There 
I am picking huge bunches of them in the mind's eye of 
Dad's movie. 

I am sitting here writing this in a bright red T-shirt from 
Marks and Spencer. I shut my eyes. In the dark, I can re
member the red, but I cannot sec it. 

My red pelargoniums, the colour of flaming June, have 
never died. Each autumn I take cuttings, and though they 
arc confined to a few flower pots, when I look at them I see 
the past. Other colours change. The grass is not the g~een of 
my youth. Nor the blue of the Italian sky. They arc m flux. 
But the red is constant. In the evolution of colour red stops. 

Red is rare in the landscape. It gains its strength through its 
absence. Momentarily, in an ecstatic sunset, the great globe 
of the sun sinking below the horizon ... then it's gone. I've 
never seen the legendary green flash. Remember, great sun
sets are the consequences of violence and cataclysm, Kraka
toa and Popocatepetl. 

I blink, there's Red Riding Hood in the dark forest. A bright 
red cloak in the gathering gloom. The red-eyed wolf licks its 
scarlet chops. 

PAINTERS USE RED LIKE SPICE! 
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'Never trust a woman who wears red and black,' says 
Robert's Victorian mother. But should we trust a Red Coat 
either? We might be at the other end of his musket. 

That most secret and coveted of places, my mother's dress
ing table, a shrine to Aphrodite, the rosy one - scarlet lip
stick, delicately scented, rouge, and bright red nail varnish. I 
stumble around the room in the ruby slippers - they're too 
big for me. I'm no Cindcrella. Forget the Land of Oz, I'm in 
The Women! Jungle red ... the smell of fixative and pear 
drops. I admire my mother's dexterity. Red lips, cheeks, 
fingernails - which I help her to paint. The varnish gives you 
a high. I try painting my own nails and get caught in a fiery 
row. I'm the scarlet Whore of Babylon dancing in the Hang
ing Gardens. My father shouts at me, red in the face, 'Oh 
why doesn't he just ... Fuck me! He's fucking me about!' 

Rose Red cannot be put in contrast with even the 
rosiest of complexions without causing them to lose 
some of their freshness. Rose Red and Light Crimson 
have the serious disadvantage of rendering the com
plexion more or less green. 

(Michcl Eugcne Chcvrcul) 

In the 1960s, Mary Quant betrayed red with a blue lipstick 
which brought the shadow of death to many a lip. Red has its 
place. Lips arc ruby. Blue lips make me shudder. Colour has 
its boundaries, though we are pushing at them. Imagine a 
blue geranium. They are imagining a blue rose- which will 
he a contradiction until the end of time. He bought me a 
dozen blue roses to declare his love! One cannot bring a 
message of love in the blues ... 

The Red Sea heals, crossing it causes a transformation, a 
baptism. The exodus from Egypt was a flight from sin. The 
Red Sea brings death to those who are unconscious, but 
those who reach the other side are reborn in the desert. 

34 

ON SEEING RED 

Christmas 1953. Heavy cabin trunks covered with stickers
P&O. Hauled by porters. The excitement boarding the great 
liner in Liverpool to sail to India. The journey took us 
through the Bay of Biscay, sick as dogs with a hurricane 
blowing, all the decks battened down. 

The first stop the rock of Gibraltar, then across the Mediter
ranean and the skies turned blue. Port Said, conjurers and 
miracle-working gully-gully men, elaborate gifts from Simon 
Artz. Down the canal to the Bitter Lakes, on our left, 
Arabia Felix, home of the Phoenix. The ancient Egyptians 
regarded the sea as untrustworthy, the home of the dark god 
Set, Typhon, a place of storms. We sailed one evening into 
the Red Sea, in a calm sunset, flushed pink and red. I took a 
silver ball off the Christmas tree and tied it to a cotton reel, 
lowering it into the wake of the ship where it sparkled across 
the waves, red sails in the sunset. 

Red sky at night, shepherd's delight. Red sky in the morn
ing, shepherd's warning. 

Red, Red, Red. The daughter of aggression, mother of all 
colours. Extreme red, the colour of brigades and flags, 
marching Red, Red on the borders and fringes of our lives. I 
saw that when I lost my innocent eye. Red f11lcd the intervals 
between the musical notes, was a rousing anthem, 'Onward 
Christian Soldiers' and 'The Internationalc'. 

I did not paint the town red until I was in my twenties. Then 
I lost myself; as you went to bed, I took off to the Red Light 
district of Soho. Our queer world was imprisoned in 
shadows. Not the shop windows in Amsterdam or Hamburg 
where the girls flaunted themselves in the red light. Red Hot 
Mammas! Scarlet Women! In our world the flashing red light 
warned us that there was a police raid. Caught red-handed, 
we waited for hours carrying a number like a lottery ticket 
before we were questioned and checked out. Red-tape. 
Home alone again. Red hot with anger. These nights cost 
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you, the bank statement hovered towards the red. I sacri
ficed time and money pursuing red hot sex, which the legisla
tors had made so difficult to find. I left books unread, and 
pictures unpainted. 

ARTISTS! If you wish to paint red herrings these arc your 
colours: 

The Queen of reds is VERMILION. Cinnabar. Mercuric 
sulphide. Sanguis draconis (dragon's blood), the alchemic 
uroboros, the dragon of the philosophers. Found as a 
natural mineral and also produced artificially. In antiquity it 
was mined in Spain. There arc numerous medieval recipes. 
Artificial vermilion is identical to that found naturally - but 
the price is not! 250 grammes of the artificial arc £10, and the 
natural, for the same weight, arc £250. 

Vermilion is a red with a feeling of sharpness, like 
glowing steel which can be cooled by water. Vermilion 
is quenched by blue, for it can support no mixture with 
a cold colour. The glow of red is within itself. For this 
reason it is a colour more beloved than yellow. 

(Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual in Art) 

ALIZARIN CRIMSON, rose madder, is a natural dye from 
the root of the madder, Rubia tinctorum. It is the 'Rubia' of 
classical writers, the red of the Turkey carpet. It's one of the 
most stable of all natural dyestuffs. Rose madder was in
troduced from the East by the Crusaders to Italy and 
France, where it is known as La Garancc; and gave its name 
to the guarantee, as its price was fixed - controlled by 
government. 

RED LEAD. Red tetroxide of lead, the classical mmtum 
secondarium or 'sandarach'. Gave its name to the miniature. 
It is the colour of red letter days in a medieval manuscript. 
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These days it's used as a rust resistant more than an artists' 
pigment. 

VENETIAN RED. Natural oxide of iron. Used as a warm 
ground in Venetian paintings. 

CADMIUM RED, cadmium sulpho selcnide. A late arrival. 
Cadmium red was first used as a pigment at the start of this 
century. 

Red is the most ancient of colour names from the Sanskrit 
rudhira. The face of the Sphinx was painted red. 

Ellsworth Kclly. Painter of Red. 

The child of fire is the child of disobedience. In revolt. The 
Promcthean child steals the matches to strike a dangerous 
light in the dark. As he sets fire, he has wicked thoughts. He 
will not get caught. The fire dies down. In the red embers he 
becomes aware. 

Red is a moment in time. Blue constant. Red is quickly 
spent. An explosion of intensity. It hums itself. Disappears 
like fiery sparks into the gathering shadow. To warm our
selves in the long dark winter when the red has departed. 
We welcome the robin redbreast, and the red berries that 
sustain life. Dress in the Coca Cola red of Father Christmas, 
the bringer of gifts. We sit around the table and sing 
'Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer' and 'The Holly and the 
Ivy'. 'The holly hears a berry as bright as any blood.' Our 
winter faces arc dyed a cheerful red. We preserve the red 
like a flame. Life is red. Red is for the living, but the scarlet 
berry of the yew poisons, keeps the devils at bay in the 
churchyard. 

Red memory. The first A dam formed by God from the red 
soil was a red man. Was it the dark red soil of the Nile flood 
that gave its name to Egypt, the land of Khem? The Arabs 
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gave us the word al-kimiya, out of which grew our scientific 
chemistry. Lost in the scientific labyrinth we pray for 
Ariadne to rescue us with a red thread. 

Four stages are distinguished in alchemy: 
(blackening), LEUCOSIS (whitening), 
(yellowing) and IOSIS (reddening). 

MELANOSIS 
XANTHOSIS 

It is in these colours that the modern pharmaceutical in
dustry was born. The great dye factories experimenting in 
scientific and artificial colour in the nineteenth century. The 
invention of malveine, aniline, fuchsin, the red dyes, were 
the foundations of Bayer and Ciba, and many other multina
tionals. Colour was turned into explosives. The fiery orange 
of nitre. Not only were they making explosives but they were 
also making drugs. The pills you swallow came from the 
dyers' works. In antiquity, colour (chroma) was considered a 
drug (pharmakon ). Colour therapy. 

Red may have been purple in antiquity, as the Greeks had a 
very different conception of colour to ours. For instance 
they had no word for true blue. Was Clytcmnestra's carpet 
purple, or was it crimson? Was the imperial purple, in fact, 
red? Let us believe that Clytcmnestra wove a crimson carpet 
for Agamemnon - blood red with a touch of blue in the 
blood. When he stepped on this first red carpet he com
mitted the sin of hubris, and was murdered. Red carpets 
lead to assassination. Revolutions die in their own red. Have 
you ever stepped on a red carpet? Felt the pomp and circum
stance? Before it was pulled from under your feet? Red 
betrays. 

Red Spots and Planets. 

Red is the colour of Mars. The bloody god who rides into 
battle on a red lion. It is his red that Saint George carries on 
his cross. The red cross of the Crusaders who carry their 
heraldic banners in Gules and bloody Sanguine. Back home 
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they picked the red rose of Lancaster and fought the white 
rose. Red Russia, white Russia? The red one, the winners in 
a lost battle. 

Tudor indeed is gone and every rose 
Blood red blanche white that in the sunset glows 
Cries blood blood blood 
Against the gothic stone of England ... 

(Ezra Pound, Cuntos) 

We put on Red Coats, and died in red hospital blankets, 
concealing terrible wounds. But Mars is put to f1ight by that 
other red, the Red Cross. The red Christ of sacrifice. The 
son who is the red of the Trinity. The blood of whose sacri
fice burns in a thousand red votive lights in the gloom of 
churches. 

Each victory of the red cells brings death ... for the virus is 
red. This dance of death. Red plague cross. Red as a scarlet 
fever- the smallpox. Red has always embraced the hospital. 
The tenth-century physician, Avicenna, dressed his patients 
in red clothes. Red wool tied about the neck protected. Like 
for like. Colour could cure. Red moved the blood. Avicenna 
made medicine from red flowers. If one gazed intently at red 
the blood would flow. This is why you should never let a per
son with a nose bleed sec red. Cclsus plastered wounds with 
brightly coloured plasters; of the red plasters he writes: 
'There is one plaster almost of a red colour which brings 
wounds very quickly to cicatrise.' Edward 11 had a room en
tirely decorated in red, to ward off the scarlet fever. 

Red Stop Red Stop Red Stop Red ... 

I'm coming back from the blast furnace of St Anthony's fire, 
an eczema which turned me red. Violent red soreness. l 
turned almost purple. My skin no longer welcomed the 
world, but shut it out. I was in the solitary confinement of 
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the senses. For two months I could not read or write. Work 
stopp~d on this book. The red eczema spreads across my 
face. Where _have you been on holiday?' passers-by asked. 
A short stay m hell. 

Nature, the unnatural Red in tooth and claw 
Out to destroy me. 
In the good old days you went mad. 
I've kissed the scarlet lips of insanity 
And sent him on his way. 

Red. hair was associated with evil. Red-haired men were 
considered the devil's progeny. William Rufus Ii rei rus 
who was killed. in. the _New Forest on Thursda;, 2 Augus~ 
1100.' was_ a sacnfic1al kmg, remembered as a tyrant so black 
he IS pamted red. Unspeakably depraved. His red, the 
colour o~ blood, the devil himself and the flames of hell. 
Ou~~r ~~~g ~uf~s. !he Ia_st in a long line of sacrificial gin
ge_rs: Dav1d, a recti gmgerhits, chuckles nervously as he types 
this mto the word processor. There is a full moon in Dunge
ness tonight! 

Of the medieval humours, choler (anger) was hot-blooded 
and red: 

... r~ddish colour shews blood, but fiery, flaming, 
bu:?mg hot, shew choller, which by reason of its suit
ability, and aptness to mix with others, doth cause div
ers colours more: for if it he mixed with blood, and 
blood he most predominant, it makes a florid red ... 

(Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa, Three Books of Occult 

Philosophy) 

~ed with anger, they proclaimed the Revolution. Red Phry
gian caps thrown high. The scarlet neckerchiefs of Gari
baldi. 'Libertc! Fratemite! Egalite!' Viva la Iiberta! Blood 
the guillotine and old women knitting scarlet. Social red. ' 
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Red rags to John Bull. 

Liverpool. Early 1980s. I join the march. V. (REDgrave) 
says, 'Derek, you carry a red flag.' There are fifty of us. The 
ghostly galleon of revolution past. We march through the 
deserted and derelict city with the sound of the wind whip
ping through the flags, a rosy galleon on the high sea of 
hope. The sunlight dyeing us red. Shipwrecked on the last 
coral-reef of optimism. Someone says to me, 'The red of the 
square is beautiful. The root of the red is life itself.' 

As we march, the red-necked gentlemen of England, in 
hunting red, are sweating away their Saturday afternoon 
chasing the red fox. But our eyes are focused on Lenin's 
tomb. The tomb of the Revolution. Its proportions as fine as 
the Parthenon, in red granite. High above it on the Kremlin 
a great red flag flutters, even on days without a breath of 
wind, as the flagpole hides a wind machine to keep the flag 
flying. Someone else says, 'The Spartan army was dressed in 
red wool, with red-leather shoes. This is an old march.' 

RED CARDINALS BETRAY ... 

We came to alter the world, not join it, 
Curse all assimilationists, 
Burn the blue out of Britain, 
Curse ALL closeted queers, 
Throttle government with red tape, 
Curse ALL theatre queens, 
Set the red devils free in the palace, 
Curse ALL those who dance the night away, 
And do nothing but sleep through the daylight. 
Drive the banks into the red. 
Proclaim hell on Earth! 
Throw red bricks through grey windows. 
Scorch Heaven, 
Celebrate your Red Letter Days ... 

41 



CHROMA 

The red shoes which Judy Garland clicks together, making 
her wish in the Land of Oz, bring GOOD LUCK - for they 
transport her home to Kansas. But the red shoes of Michael 
Powcll's film dance Moira Shearer to her death. 

In 77 Be, at the cremation of Fclix, a Red charioteer, a sup
porter threw himself on the funeral pyre. The supporters of 
the Whites said he was 'out of his mind'. But you should 
have seen Fclix! 

Wasn't Dorian Grey's brain speckled with the scarlet stain of 
insanity? 

I post a letter to you, dear reader, in a red Italian envelope 
in the little red pillar box at the end of the garden, and watch 
the postman collect it at four pm in his red van. Italian busi
ness envelopes arc always red. URGENT, they say. Our 
brown ones sneak in unnoticed. 

I wrote this hook in an ahscncc of time. If I have overlooked 
something you hold precious- write it in the margin. I write 
all over my books, as markers fall out. I had to write quickly 
as my right eye was put out in August by the 'sight oh! 
mcgalo virus' ... and then it was a run-in with the dark. 
And dark always comes after light. I wrote the red on a hos
pital 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 over
took me. I know that my colours are not yours. Two colours 
arc never the same, even if they're from the same tube. Con
text changes the way we perceive them. I've usually used 
one word to describe a colour, so red remains red with lapses 
into vermilion or carmine. I've placed no colour photos in 
this book, as that would he a futile attempt to imprison 
them. How could I be certain that the shade I wanted could 
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be reproduced by the printer? I prefer that the colours 
should float and take flight in your minds. 

Dcrck. 

P.S. To be red is to have a colour, not a look. Of course an 
object may look red for a while, like the Parthenon in the 
dying rays of the sun. 

43 


