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Praise for A DEAD WHITE


“In Wendy S. Walters’s brilliant A Dead White, white paint becomes a dynamic prism for fathoming the world. In a testament to her prodigious gifts, Walters crafted a hybrid that is both deeply personal and captivatingly intellectual, both a keen meditation and engrossing journey. This daring book makes an ultra-convincing case for the boons of close attention and the profits of pursuing discernment.”

—Mitchell S. Jackson, author of Survival Math

“White paint is a powerful aesthetic force hiding in plain sight. In A Dead White: An Argument Against White Paint, Wendy S. Walters—essayist, curator, and cultural critic—dismantles our collective faith in white as neutral, tracing its influence in art, architecture, design, and domestic life. Along the way she reveals the values embedded in what we’ve been taught to see as a blank slate. Part polemic, part meditation, by turns personal and philosophical, and entirely original, this is the rare work of criticism that will change how you see the world around you.”

—Meghan O’Rourke, author of The Invisible Kingdom

“What happens when an object or material you’ve been taking for granted suddenly stops looking normal and benign? Why does it—in this case the white paint on the walls of your son’s school—unsettle you? This could be the start of an intricate procedural or horror tale. But Wendy S. Walters is an intrepid and original cultural critic, and for her, white paint never stops generating literal and fiercely symbolic meanings. Walters uses her investigative tools to probe history, aesthetics, science, politics, and her own life. Detectives provide solutions; critics offer revelations. How exhilarating to be shown that nothing in our physical world must be ignored or unquestioned. Design, decoration, school, home, cityscape, landscape: they are not backgrounds in our lives. They are main characters.”

—Margo Jefferson, author of Negroland and Constructing a Nervous System

“White, like a metronome on the lips. What Walters crafts is something architectural, underscoring the sonic resonance of language. The acceptance trained into us through rhythm, familiarity, repetition, and habituality. White, its sound and image haunt the page. White house. White paint. White light. White torture. White painter. The sight of the word is percussive and accumulative. It gains momentum as the work unravels. Remaking our perception, our ability to just allow, go along, and not question.

The beauty of this book is the writing, its force acute. And yet, its impact lies dormant until the end. Something soft slowly rendered into sharp focus. Waiting, until each stone overturned, until every corner questioned, until the last echo in our ears is white, how strange and satisfying its subversion. If only every artist dug this deep.”

—Sable Elyse Smith, artist

“Part cultural investigation, part personal reckoning, A Dead White transforms what we have been instructed to see as a neutral ordinary into a complex site of inquiry. It challenges us to look again at the walls around us and consider the ways the aesthetics of whiteness shape our ideas of value, belonging, and the world itself.”

—Legacy Russell, author of Black Meme
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For I.K.J.





We make a very common mistake when we think that we’re ignorant of something because we are unable to define it.

—Jorge Luis Borges, “The Riddle of Poetry”

Notice that this study receives the white of the ground as active color.

—Josef Albers, The Interaction of Color

The future projects light, the past only clouds.

—Eileen Gray







Author’s Note

    This book is an attack on white paint. By “attack” I mean that this is an argument, a vigorous play of ideas. By “white paint,” I am referring to that fluid, formless material that coats a surface where it is applied, that stuff that can be purchased at the art or hardware store in a tube or a can. While the crux of this book is white paint, it’s also about learning to see better. It’s a story about perception—the act of gathering sensory information for the purpose of discernment. Perception allows us to make sense of the parts of life that are intangible, abstract, or obscure. It also informs how we think about what we see.

The genesis of this book was a moment of preoccupation, which occurred one morning as I dropped my son off at school. Up until then, I had not given a thought to white paint. But after that day, I could not keep from noticing that it was everywhere. I began to develop thoughts about the reason for this. I started to suspect that white paint—a commonplace, ordinary material—carried some symbolic importance that had not been named. I wondered if it might be hiding something. I could have ignored this fixation, which initially seemed strange even to me. I could have protected myself from the anxieties of obsession it inspired. I could have dismissed my curiosity. But I did not. For some reason I still don’t completely understand, a reason I am now grateful for, I believed committing to this test would help me to see the world better. It did. What follows is an account of what I discovered.

Of all the urgencies and agonies of contemporary life, all there is in the world to worry about, white paint might seem to be manifestly minor. But acts of decoration have a powerful impact on each of us, even if we are not aware of them; even if they are not to our taste; even if we cannot perceive how much they shape our sense of independence or community. This is a book of ideas about that impact. It’s also a book about the damage that might result from unconsciously adopting other people’s habits as one’s own. It’s a book about the obscuring power of absolutes. And it’s a book about the consequences of refusing to make decisions or not knowing when they are required of us.

White paint is the focal substance of this book, but it is not the only thing the book is about. Because this argument is derived from the way the world looks, I was forced to think about beauty. I wrote A Dead White out of respect for beauty in whatever forms it may appear and to hold myself to a higher standard of witness for it. If you don’t quite know what I mean by that, I hope that the following pages will make it clear.



Some of what I know about beauty I’ve learned from looking at paintings. Painters transform the world through their expressions of texture, shape, and color. But beyond creating images, painting is an act of revision. Paint can improve or venerate a surface, or it can ruin its most distinctive features, and in turn, destroy its value. It’s no overstatement to say that paint can have profound implications, even when the gesture of painting seems minor or incidental.

In plain terms, this is a book about questions that arise in the attempt to make things and people more beautiful—thanks to innovations in both art and industry. Decoration, as a practice of adornment, reveals one’s affinities, one’s values, and one’s connection to history. Like painting, it is not a trivial act, even if many people—including me—do not have a keen awareness about how to do it well. I have written this book both for people who excel in decoration and for those of us who do not.

Once I started looking, I discovered that white paint was used everywhere. Beyond our homes, white paint adorns the walls of so many institutions: schools, libraries, office buildings, transportation centers, stores, and hospitals—I could go on—that it’s easy to see how it has become a kind of standard backdrop for the action of our lives. Nothing about white paint, as a material, is overtly remarkable, which at first glance makes its widespread use seem uncontroversial. But my instincts, which led to this investigation, told me otherwise. In time, I began to wonder: Does white paint’s proliferation indicate some kind of risk to the imagination? I was concerned that the world of ideas might be shrinking around us in a way that might be hard to notice.



This book is not about color (or shades, as some specialists prefer to describe white in a technical sense). It is not a testimony against the color white, and I have not focused my attention on naturally white objects or physical expressions. This is because beyond living things like plants and animals, there are very few decorative materials that we live with that are naturally white. A few exquisite examples come to mind: chalk, pearl, rice, or limestone, but their rareness means that they are not used decoratively in the same sort of widespread way. White paint does not occur naturally. So, what does white paint, as a product of invention, represent?



I have always had a strong desire to understand the force and impact of seemingly small things—the whisper, the historical placard, the glancing blow. Before I started this project, I would have doubted that any substance could wield so much symbolic power. I would have found it hard to imagine what contradictions existed beneath its surface. Over these last many years, I have discovered several instances where white paint seemed to mask unresolved tensions, including acts of violence. This book makes a case for paying attention to conflicts that are hidden beneath the surface of a perfect finish.

A bit on my background. My affection for painting did not come from any subject I studied in school. It began by luck early in my career, when I was still a graduate student studying English. I landed a part-time job at the Detroit Institute of Arts, writing extended, interpretive labels about key works in their modern galleries. The DIA boasts an impressive collection of fine art for a regional museum, with more than sixty-five thousand pieces. One of these works was an abstracted painting of a snowy landscape by the early twentieth-century German artist Ernst Ludwig Kirchner. Sharp, blue mountains are framed by an orange sky. The work, called Winter Landscape in Moonlight (1919) compelled me. Each encounter with it in the gallery excited me. It was the same feeling that I get when I arrive at a place I am visiting for the first time. Kirchner, an insomniac, had retreated to the Alps to recover from a nervous breakdown. In depicting the mountains, he chose colors that were more dramatic than realistic—the sky blazes around a full moon, its light also brightening the clouds. This is an intentional simplification of the vista—made to emphasize the wonder of the mountains at night. The near pine trees are cast in a bright pink, while the far away ones are blue like the sharp peaks of the mountains.

I grew up in Michigan in an age when we still had long, white winters. In Winter Landscape in Moonlight, I recognized the way that fresh snow intensifies the dark hues of the firmament. There was an ineffable quality in Kirchner’s painting, an energy about it, even if the canvas appeared still. Up close, I could see that the painting’s brushstrokes carried the vestiges of motion, the gestures of his hand. The canvas had become a topographic record of thousands of Kirchner’s choices. In observing this, I felt a momentary access to his imagination. The work seemed to be as much about the paint itself as it was about the image it depicted. These were the aspects of the experience I could describe. But there was something else I witnessed that surprised me. It seemed that there was as much mystery in the paint—as there was in the painting. This realization made me enjoy the painting even more. Looking at Winter Landscape in Moonlight reminded me that the world impacts me in ways I do not expect, in ways that I am not accustomed to noticing or naming.

Kirchner was born in 1880 in Dresden. He was a member of a group of expressionist artists, called Die Brücke, or The Bridge, founded in 1905 by four architecture students. The group was deeply inspired by the vivid colors in artworks from Africa, the Americas, and the South Pacific, along with French nature painters, and they sought to incorporate them into their painting and printmaking. In 1914, Kirchner joined the military, but his temperament was not suited for service. By 1915, he was addicted to morphine. He survived World War I but was devastated by the loss of life and the magnitude of destruction it brought to Europe. He loathed the emerging Nazi Party’s attempts to control the kind of art that people could make or buy. By 1938, he was wary about the possibility of another war. He worried that plans to invade neighboring countries, including Switzerland, were developing. Switzerland was special to Kirchner, who had retreated to a small cabin in the mountains outside the city of Davos to recover from the aforementioned breakdown. These details of his life informed his vision, and they are imbued in that blue and orange moonlight mountain painting. Kirchner died in the summer of that year; in a shooting that was called an act of suicide. But given his outspokenness, many doubt the veracity of that claim.

It was my job at the museum to write about these details. In the process, I began to understand the significance of providing museum guests with some curatorial context, even if the details about the painter’s past were not of interest to everyone. As a student of literature, I also knew about the importance of storytelling, especially its effect on deepening one’s knowledge of a subject. I was learning how taking a moment to think through an idea could make me more confident in my efforts to understand it. As a new teacher, it was clear that the most expeditious routes toward discovery—such as “getting the gist” or “summing it up”—served the engines of productivity and commerce. But they did not advance compassion, a goal that for me took precedence. Back then, I would have never thought that my brief time working in the museum would have led to a career in the company of visual artists, but after completing my studies, I was fortunate to spend more than a decade teaching writing and literature at some of the country’s finest schools of art and design.

The studio practices of my colleagues and students influenced me in profound ways—but somehow, I remained only a writer. So, it may come as no surprise that poetry has also inspired some of what this book attempts to do. I take a point of inspiration from the eighteenth-century English painter, writer, and printmaker William Blake, who was also a bit of a revolutionary. He was known for his illustrated and prophetic proclamations that were steeped in religious images of angels and demons. In his book The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, Blake suggested that opposing points of view comprise elements of the same idea. One of the many unities that he depicted was the notion that the physical world and the spiritual world were part of a single system. Though they were often described as separate realms in religious sermons of the time, Blake believed that they were not at all distinct, but elements of a whole.

Following Blake’s example, it seems obvious that opposing ideas have a lot in common, as they are poles anchored to the same line. For those who live in faith, the unexplained aspects of the physical world may provoke a deeper belief in a spiritual one. Likewise, faith can be validated by physical phenomena. Blake offers a way of thinking about these things that I find helpful. The physical world influences what we believe in. And the beliefs we hold about the physical world impact how interested we are in the tangible and intangible aspects of life. With that kind of faith in mind, this book is an invitation to curiosity.



A note on my approach. I have sought and found the answers to my questions in works of art and architecture, conversations with artists and architects, stories, and personal experiences. Some of the discoveries I want to share are empirical: observations about the nature of white paint and other materials. Others are narrative: stories about white paint that are overtly laden with symbolic contexts. Anecdotes, historical accounts, journalism, literature, and individual testimonies map a broad picture of white paint’s influence across time. These forms reflect the careful practice of curating detail. In nonfiction or fiction, a story reveals how people’s understanding of a conflict shifts. But stories are not merely bits of description. Like a painting, they are a record of a writer’s choices. They illuminate their convictions, their understanding of time, and their interpretation of actions that bring a lasting change. In the forthcoming pages, stories serve as a unit of evidence, and they are paramount.

“Sequences of cause and effect are almost impossible to rub out of any narrative,” writes the American memoirist and biographer Elizabeth Kendall. This work is no different. While this is a book of criticism, it is also a work of personal reflection, informed by my talking to people, looking at the world, and reading about it. I am more concerned with depth than breadth, and I champion complexity over simplicity. The following pages represent a bit of a deep dive. Some of the stories I share here are subjective. I give credence to emotions, which offer their own kind of mystifying logic, often informed by experience. The landscape is animated. I spend time assessing the significance of buildings—both famous and practical ones. It is by design that architecture affects us in intimate ways. To ignore this aspect of the inquiry would be counterproductive.

This book is not a manual. In these pages you will not find a punch card of decorating tips. You will not be given a list of design trends. Instead, I hope that you will see the importance of questioning habits you have not consciously chosen on your own.

Here are a few more things I am not doing with this book: I am not attempting to tell anyone what they should like. I am not trying to build a fortress around beauty as if it is only one thing or another. And I am not pretending that money is of no importance as people make choices about what surrounds them.

I want to acknowledge that “white paint” is a commodity that is sold by several brands under a variety of product names that are available for purchase at local retail establishments and national chains. You may know some of them by their appellatives—Simply White, Brilliant White, Pure White, Strong White, or Extra White—descriptors that suggest the intensity of the paint’s brightness or hue. You may also find yourself in the presence of a white paint that is nameless. Please know that when I refer to white paint in this book, I am pointing to the great gleaming sum of them. Trust that you will know it when you see it.



A necessary point of clarification before I begin. This is a book about white paint, not about whiteness, a concept of racial identity drawn from markers of culture and privilege. Whiteness is its own field of study about how a racial group is formed by performing acts of exclusion. As a subject of discourse, whiteness is solipsistic. Once broached, it finds a way to insert itself everywhere. In conflicts, whiteness insists that its concerns must be centered, redefined, validated, and placed in a hierarchy before they can be critiqued or dismissed. As a subject, whiteness can steal time from other conversations. For many people, it is a subject that is inexhaustible. I hate that I must explain this. Doing so feels pedantic. But I also need to be clear that this is an attack on white paint, not something else.

I recognize that my rejection of whiteness as a subject might come as a disappointment to those who are concerned with the connection between aesthetics and ideas of racial superiority. To those readers, I offer this consolation: There is a connection between your interests and mine, and I hope that this will be clear in time.



It might seem a dubious decision to take on a topic like this when people have so little time or patience for complexity or subtlety. This book is being released in an era where “content” that is accessed by phones and computers is more readily available than books. It is a moment where reading can seem indulgent, as is time spent wrestling with historical ideas.

Despite these trends, I have allowed myself to think deeply about white paint. I have needed to pause before making assumptions. I have done this because I believe that looking at the world takes practice. Slowing down one’s own presumptions takes discipline. But it yields an enhanced understanding of the world. Nowadays, people often want to know what something is or isn’t right away, perhaps a quality that can be attributed to doubts or anxieties about the future. Perhaps you, too, have been bothered by a routine or custom in ways you couldn’t quite explain or fathom. Maybe you have been struck by a habit so unremarkable that it did not seem worth interrogating. But a curiosity about conventions can be worth the trouble it brings. I’ve learned a lot. We all face choices about when to start or stop walking a path we did not realize we were on. This is an account of what might be at stake when such a choice appears.

I had not planned to write a book about white paint, but in these many years that the subject has hounded me, I found that the only remedy was to face what it had to teach me. What I’ve learned has changed what I see. But I won’t tie up loose ends where they are not tied up for me. I have peeled back the paint to focus on the world beneath the surface. I pursued white paint to restore a feeling of possibility that I thought I had lost. Through these efforts I have, perhaps, discovered something about how to live. In sharing in this journey, I hope that others will find a new way, too.





PART I [image: ] Identify the Problem






1 Color and Material

It was the end of summer. New York City had surrendered its heat and humidity to the winds of September, and it was possible, if you stood on the right street corner, to smell the cool, salty sea air rolling in. I walked with my son to his school on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. It was the last year he would let me hold his hand. George, the school’s carpenter and unofficial greeter, offered the children high fives and vigorous handshakes, each with an enthusiastic “Good morning!” It was the school’s first year in that building, following a move across town.

The school had sold their former home, a much smaller building that had been donated to them some fifty years ago. Over the last many months, they had been busy renovating this other, older building they had recently purchased. The school was run by serious people, a group of teachers who dedicated their lives to the well-being of children. I knew that the refurbished space would reflect the optimism of these visionaries, who had turned people who otherwise might not have found each other into a small burg of moral compatriots. Given the school’s chronic financial struggles, I assumed that any of the building’s alterations would be modest. They had updated its plumbing and electrical systems, and added a gym and courtyard. I felt proud and hopeful as we entered. I was pleased that the interior had not been changed too much, that the nearly one-hundred-year-old building’s essential character remained, though with better lighting and more toilets.

Something about the space felt strange. I drew my shoulders inward as if to take up less space as I ascended the wide marble staircase toward the classroom, where I delivered my child to his new teacher. The corridor smelled of fresh paint, but it also felt cold. From the mezzanine, I looked down into the front hallway, which was filling with children, nervous and excited to be returning to school. Their brightly colored backpacks, graphic T-shirts, lighted sneakers, and oversized hair ties momentarily distracted my attention, but I left with an apprehension that did not diminish as my day went on. I could not stop thinking about the walls. I said to myself: They are so very white.

Before that day at the school, I can’t remember thinking much about white paint, at all. I certainly never had an aversion to it. For many years, I taught writing and literature at art schools on the East and West Coasts, where white walls were a customary feature of the interior design. The very first university classrooms in which I worked, atop a rolling hill in the Adirondacks, were painted white. And the room that I teach in now, inside a gated, urban campus in Manhattan, is likewise painted white. Our apartment, in fact, was also white, the painting completed while I was in the hospital recovering from giving birth. Back then if you had asked me why I chose white paint for our walls, I might have given any of the following answers—It looks clean or It’s simple and elegant or We are not sure how we want to decorate, so we want to reserve our options. All of them were true. At the time, paint didn’t matter to me. I foresaw no consequences that would be worthy of note in using white or any other color. It was not a subject to which I had given more than a passing thought.

Days later, when I returned to the school for a parents’ meeting, it was late in the morning. The children were already engaged in classroom activities. They twittered behind closed doors. This time, the first thing I noticed about the renovated building was the walls, blisteringly bright and icy. A few scuff marks already marred their finish. I pictured the many small hands that would graze the surface, leaving traces of graphite, ink, playground mud, and grease from coveted snacks. I felt a hesitancy rising in me amid this glacial landscape. The sensation grew visceral, a tightening in my chest.



There were many reasons why I was tense. Living in the city was expensive, and no matter how hard my husband, Dan, and I worked, the cost of living seemed to rise at the same rate as our salaries. I had just discovered that my workload at the university was heavier than that of my colleagues who held the same title and position as me, something that had effectively been a secret for years. Shocking reports of violence here and abroad had become a daily feature in the news. A divisive presidential election loomed on the horizon. Rather than broach these sensitive subjects with other parents at drop-offs and pickups, I attempted to make small talk with a parent I’ll call Susan, a Black woman like me, with whom I remarked on the shiny new floors in the gym. This led to more small talk about the school’s renovations.

But I held back for a while from remarking on the walls, as I was always guarded when speaking with parents I did not know well. I knew how easy it could be to offend someone, even over the slightest matters, including not liking the thing they thought I should like. I whispered about how much I missed the old school building with its dimly lit classrooms full of well-worn blocks and costumes to a mom on the parents’ committee. This was someone with whom I had already confessed other petty grievances, in the way that parents who are otherwise content tend to do. When I admitted to my disapproval of the new school’s white walls, she responded with a scowl, as if to say what difference does the color of the paint make? I rummaged through my tote bag for my notebook and a pen. I wrote a reminder to myself: Shut up.

It wasn’t just embarrassment about my sudden and strong opinion on the white walls that made me hesitant to speak further on the matter. I was navigating other heavy feelings provoked by doubt. I had a sense of foreboding, as if some kind of betrayal was imminent. The sadness inhabiting me was new, but it was also surprising and dense, a soreness spread beneath my skin. My hands hung heavy at my sides, as if each fingertip was weighted. Even my lips stung, like in the hours just after a sunburn. Behind my eyes, a cool and vaporous sensation persisted as a disturbance, a cloud trapped in my head. Its irritation lingered. I could tear up at any moment. One afternoon, I was surprised by my wet cheeks as I grabbed breakfast sausage from the grocery’s freezer. White paint is getting me down, I thought, even though it felt ridiculous. That didn’t make it any less true, though, as I would soon discover.



To be clear, I was never bothered by the color white. How could I be opposed to Queen Anne’s lace, also known as wild carrot, a flat constellation of small white florets with a dark pistil at its center, floating over a hairy stem? It grows abundantly in the places I have lived and along many of the roads I have traveled. Its blooms have inspired my affection for hillsides, both urban and rural, from midsummer to fall. The weedy insistence of this plant was all the evidence I needed of white’s grace, even if its flowers could easily be mistaken for the poisonous hemlock plant—a doppelgänger for the wild carrot—which proliferates in wetlands across the country. Of course, there were countless other examples of white’s appeal that I could call on—the meat of a fresh coconut, seagulls riding the wind at the shore, or snow. I had no standing complaint with the color white, in pigment or light. I was not frightened by its peculiar beauty. Detesting any color seemed absurd to me. To do so would be to stand without faith and in disregard of life itself. In feng shui, white represents dormant energy. I understood white to be an expression of matter, a fact of the physical world’s integrity, and for this, it earned my affection. As a phenomenon of light, white stands at the precipice of existence, and for this, it held my appreciation.

I was not mad about paint, either. How could I be distressed by the stuff that has made an entire world of color possible in spaces and on objects? Made from a pigment combined with a dissolved resin, it is first a liquid. Wet paint is shapeless. Only when it dries does it fix in place. Once applied to rigid surfaces, the solvent evaporates. The dried resin creates a film, much like a thin skin that functions as a solid. A paint without pigment leaves a clear coat on a surface, such as a varnish or lacquer. People use paints to decorate or protect surfaces from the damaging effects of weather, water, or sunlight. They paint their bodies in ceremony or ritual to align with cultural stories and beliefs. Painting can also be an act of conservation, a practice to extend the durability of whatever it clings to. It can be a vow of protection that is made to the future, a reverential gesture, even in contexts that seem mundane.

To paint something is to touch it. A paintbrush, palette knife, roller, or a spray gun are all extensions of the hand, and they allow for an intimate connection with a surface. To paint something is to express power. Painting is a deliverance of force, even when it is done in a gentle way. A paintbrush spreads pigment in a series of minute collisions, playing out as a percussive banter, each stroke compounding the drama that lines and shapes can bring. Jean-Michel Basquiat, a painter who used color and proportion to represent the experience of seeing the world for the first time once said, “The more I paint, the more I like everything.” He knew that some experiences are uniquely possible because of paint. Like Basquiat, I wanted to like everything more.

It seemed that my problem stemmed from the intersection of color and material. White paint, that unremarkable stuff, was the source of my troubles, and it had an extensive history.

White paint has been a fundamental tool in the textual history of human experience, even in the art of writing. Aboriginal peoples have used white ocher to depict stories and maps for more than 60,000 years. Pictures in the Lascaux caves of southwestern France were washed in minerals such as crushed white calcite nearly 19,000 years ago. Anthropologists recently discovered that Lapita potters from the Vanuatu archipelago, Melanesia, washed the interiors of pots with white calcium carbonate paint 3,500 years ago.

    In China, rice powder was used in cosmetic practice as early as 220 BCE, with the Qin dynasty. In the background, the Qin Wars of Unification led to the formation of a unified China. White cosmetics remained popular during the ascendancy of the Han dynasty, over 2,200 years ago, when the powder began to be mixed with lead paste. The practice may have been a way to distinguish those with access to wealth and good fortune from those who had to work, often outside in fields or on the water, for a living. In Japan, women painted their faces with oshiroi, a white powder, as early as the seventh century, during the Asuka period. A thousand years later, white paint was still used in expressive cosmetic practices, most notably among the geisha and theatrical Kabuki artists. The practice of painting the face white made one visible and attractive in the darkened light of homes. White paint created a sense of distance between the artist and their audience, functioning essentially as a mask. Its use is as varied as the people who employed it.

I enjoyed learning about these cultural traditions. But knowing these facts about white paint’s practical history proved to be no antidote for its distraction, which remained diffuse, though intense. I hoped to recalibrate my attention by focusing on more everyday matters. Each afternoon, I picked up my son from school and held his hand in mine. He pulled me into the donut shop. Going there made him happy, and because of that, I consented to this wish too often. He smiled as he ate the glazed confection impishly, the chocolate icing smeared at the corners of his mouth. I offered him a napkin, but he wouldn’t take it, saying with satisfaction, “I’m good.” The walls of the storefront were washed in bright orange and a saturated pink. Once I might have assumed that the donuts were the only reason for his delight in this place, but now I found myself admiring the store’s bright interior, as it reminded me of the recent past. When he was small, I dressed him in an orange T-shirt whenever we went to the market or park. The color helped me to spot him in a crowd, even if we were at a distance. He had chosen the first orange shirt for himself, but for years, I kept buying that same color, each time in a slightly larger size as he grew. While it was true that my son was drawn to the donut shop for its sweets, the emotion that lured me in each day after school was affection for another time. In the orange storefront, I could envision the younger version of my boy in his T-shirt, his curls stuck to his forehead, his skin sticky and damp from exertion. I could see my small boy running toward me. I felt a moment of solace in that donut shop—was it comfort? I wasn’t sure.



Most people begin to differentiate colors as toddlers. We make simple associations that are informed by our emotional and sensual experiences. Color associations serve as an early code for one’s affections in space and time: The midday sky is blue; a father’s boots are brown; new grass shimmers in spring green. Then there is the matter of how color appears in light. When electromagnetic light moves through a prism, we see colors of the rainbow, each one composed of a varying wavelength. In this context, white and black represent the reflection or absorption of all wavelengths, respectively. White manifests as the sum of all colors. Black is the absence. But color takes on entirely new properties when it is expressed in a pigment, which consists of chemicals, or materials such as bones, plants, oxides, or stones that are ground into a powder. Pigments respond to light, but they are comprised of stuff.

A pure pigment powder contains a highly concentrated color. It is mixed with oils or resin to create paint. To create a gradient of a color, painters add white and black pigments to pure ones and increase or decrease the color’s magnitude. When white is added to a pure pigment, it lightens the original hue, creating a tint. When black is added to a pure pigment, it darkens the original hue, creating a shade. When gray is added, the revised color creates a tone. But white, black, and gray are also sold as paint colors. So, from here on, and for the sake of clarity, I’ll reserve the right to call all hues of paint, including white, a color—with a tip of my hat to the market.

Beyond my basic understanding of tints, shades, and tones, I had no special talents in matters of design. But like anyone, I do have an eye, which is a powerful thing when combined with curiosity. I wanted to increase my understanding of these matters, so I turned to the writings of Josef Albers, a German-born abstract painter and educator. Albers wrote about the ways that our perception of a color is informed by the other colors it interacts with and the context in which it is seen. On a fundamental level, his approach resonated with me. It mirrored the way that I thought about language. The implication of any word may evolve depending on those that surround it. Switch a single word with another similar word, and the inference of that phrase or sentence might also shift. The inference of that phrase or sentence can also shift.

Albers’s








e9781982178574/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781982178574/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Author’s Note


		Part I: Identify the Problem

		Chapter 1: Color and Material


		Chapter 2: Heat and Pain


		Chapter 3: Dead-White vs. Ivory







		Part II: Establish the Foundation

    		Chapter 4: INTERIOR: First White House


		Chapter 5: White Houses


		Chapter 6: A Black House


		Chapter 7: Disappearing Acts


    		Chapter 8: INTERIOR: House on Fire


		Chapter 9: White Room







		Part III: Prime the Surface

		Chapter 10: INTERIOR: Second White House


		Chapter 11: White Background


		Chapter 12: The White-Painter


		Chapter 13: White Like That


		Chapter 14: INTERIOR: Home


		Chapter 15: The Light House


		Chapter 16: White Torture


		Chapter 17: INTERIOR: Hospitality


		Chapter 18: Santorini


		Chapter 19: An Honest and Dependable White


		Chapter 20: A Betrayal in White


		Chapter 21: Light’s Invasion


		Chapter 22: Fixing It


		Chapter 23: INTERIOR: Clear Out







		Part IV: Update Old Images

		Chapter 24: White Comedy


		Chapter 25: A Face in the Room


		Chapter 26: The Queen’s Face


		Chapter 27: White Tragedy







		Part V: Hide the Damage

		Chapter 28: INTERIOR: New Jersey Rental


		Chapter 29: The Undertow


		Chapter 30: The Wound


		Chapter 31: The Bandage


		Chapter 32: White Borders


		Chapter 33: Memorial/Defacement







		Part VI: Recognize the Surrounding Area

		Chapter 34: Snow


		Chapter 35: INTERIOR: Home Again


		Chapter 36: White Future


		Chapter 37: Clouds







    		Photographs


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Selected Bibliography


		Index


		Image Credits


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Author’s Note


		Part I: Identify the Problem


		Chapter 1: Color and Material


		Chapter 2: Heat and Pain


		Chapter 3: Dead-White vs. Ivory


		Part II: Establish the Foundation


    		Chapter 4: INTERIOR: First White House


		Chapter 5: White Houses


		Chapter 6: A Black House


		Chapter 7: Disappearing Acts


    		Chapter 8: INTERIOR: House on Fire


		Chapter 9: White Room


		Part III: Prime the Surface


		Chapter 10: INTERIOR: Second White House


		Chapter 11: White Background


		Chapter 12: The White-Painter


		Chapter 13: White Like That


		Chapter 14: INTERIOR: Home


		Chapter 15: The Light House


		Chapter 16: White Torture


		Chapter 17: INTERIOR: Hospitality


		Chapter 18: Santorini


		Chapter 19: An Honest and Dependable White


		Chapter 20: A Betrayal in White


		Chapter 21: Light’s Invasion


		Chapter 22: Fixing It


		Chapter 23: INTERIOR: Clear Out


		Part IV: Update Old Images


		Chapter 24: White Comedy


		Chapter 25: A Face in the Room


		Chapter 26: The Queen’s Face


		Chapter 27: White Tragedy


		Part V: Hide the Damage


		Chapter 28: INTERIOR: New Jersey Rental


		Chapter 29: The Undertow


		Chapter 30: The Wound


		Chapter 31: The Bandage


		Chapter 32: White Borders


		Chapter 33: Memorial/Defacement


		Part VI: Recognize the Surrounding Area


		Chapter 34: Snow


		Chapter 35: INTERIOR: Home Again


		Chapter 36: White Future


		Chapter 37: Clouds


    		Photographs


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Selected Bibliography


		Index


		Image Credits


		Copyright








		1


		2


		IV


		V


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		XV


		XVI


		XVII


		XVIII


		XIX


		XX


		XXI


		XXII


		XXIII


		XXIV


		XXV


		XXVI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		265


		266


		267


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		I


		II


		III


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		263


		264


		VI








e9781982178574/fonts/Raleway-Medium.ttf


e9781982178574/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781982178574/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781982178574/fonts/Raleway-MediumItalic.ttf


e9781982178574/fonts/Raleway-SemiBold.ttf


e9781982178574/images/common01.jpg





e9781982178574/images/9781982178574.jpg





e9781982178574/images/title.jpg
A DEAD WHITE

An Argument
Against
White Paint

WENDY S.
WALTERS

RRRRRRRR





e9781982178574/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


