




The forgotten fragments of Louis Comfort Tiffany’s stained glass turn to shadow in the darkly luminous works of John 
D’Agostino’s Empire of Glass. With The Abyss Gazes Also (2010), revelations & rewards abound when looking into the dark. 

The Pains & Pleasures of Seeing In The Dark

Is not this worth seeing?
- John Ruskin

1. (Cover) Uniform Hieroglyphic, 2010.  2. Thunder Turns The Needles, 2010.  3. (Overleaf) Night Obscures The Fish, 2010.  4. Night Surf, 2010.

Pleasures Of The Dark

 The pains and pleasures of the dark are many. For 
thousands of years, the nature of the dark has captivated 
and haunted mankind’s imagination. From empty, darkling 
plains, to fissures, voids and abysses, dark space has forever 
been a place beyond normal reach, a clef in the world, where 
strange things abound. 
 Down in the dark, watery deep, where unimaginable 
pressures crush all but the heartiest of sea creatures, lies 
an incredible world of darkness. The Viperfish (Chauliodus 
sloani) is a predator swimming straight out of a horror movie. 
With giant fang-like teeth protruding out of his mouth, the 
Viperfish flashes a bio-luminescent dorsal spine on and off to 
lure unwitting prey, impaling them as it darkens (a gruesome 
sight, if only we could see it). The Vampire Squid (Vampyro-
teuthis infernalis) also hunts in total darkness, using the pho-
tophores on his body to create disorienting light patterns to 
lure prey for the kill. And the Giant Squid (Architeuthis Dux) 
provides his own darkness. He oozes a black ink, his own per-
sonal smokescreen. 
 Inside the enclosings of the earth are caves and dark 
chasms. Here are the Voids of the troglobites, cave dwelling 
creatures specially adapted to life in the dark, like moths, bats 
and spiders. The Vampire Bat (Desmodus Rotundus) lives 
and hunts in darkness, flying via echolocation.   
 But perhaps the true Void is not down below, but up 
high. Many birds undergo a nocturnal passage, migrating vast 
distances in the dark. They use the electromagnetic fields and 
star patterns of the night sky to navigate. Or up even higher, 
out in the farthest cosmos, may lie the biggest Void of them 
all, where stars are so distant from one another that nothing 
at all is even conceivable. 
 The Abyss need not be so otherworldly, either. Its 
most conventional incarnation is found in our humble home, 
as modern man awakens from slumber to find the bathroom. 
Stumbling, bare toes shuffling across carpet, feeling his way, 
man’s night-adapted vision takes over. Much like in David 
Lynch’s Lost Highway, when Bill Pullman disappears into 
the dark of his house. Even this nocturnal journey of stubbed 
toes exudes ominous overtones. We must question our fear of 
the light switch, if perhaps we somehow take pleasure in this 
stranger, more difficult journey? Is it heresy to admit perhaps 
that we prefer the dark?
 But no, the ultimate Void lies not in land, nor sea, nor 
any of these places, but in the end, in our own mind. In the 
infinity of thought. As Nietzsche contemplated, in the strange 
depths of the dark, the beholder may measure the depths of 
his own nature. The Abyss is a region of the superlative par 
excellence. In its almost blank canvas, we look. Our mind fills 

the darkness. We see something - even if it’s not there. This is 
scientific fact, for when human beings are placed in sensory 
deprivation chambers of total nothingness, the subjects hal-
lucinate. The mind sees something because it must see some-
thing. And this constant seeing, this will to see, is a serious 
problem. It is why the universe needs air conditioners, and 
why man needs the dark.
 The universe needs air conditioners (or furnaces) 
because of the greatest villain in the known universe - well, 
to life that is. Entropy is one of the most fascinating/fright-
ening realities of the universe. In thermodynamics, Entropy 
is the amount of chaos in a system. The second law of ther-
modynamics expresses a universal principle of decay, stating 
that over time, all differences in temperature, pressure, and 
chemical potential tend to equalize. Life is essentially the an-
tithesis to Entropy, because living things are highly organized 
so as to systematically overcome this natural decay. 
 To overcome this relentless equilibrium and be cool 
in the summertime, an air conditioner requires a separate 
power source. For our concerns, human vision too suffers 
greatly from Entropy. An Entropy of Vision enfolds us con-
stantly. What we see decays. All becomes the same. Things 
become duller and less interesting when we have seen them 
before. When a large part of our vision in the light has become 
mere habit and convention, much is lost. This is when things 
need to go dark. So we can see anew. 
 Mysterious works of art that summon up the imagi-
nation of dark places are the natural antidotes to the vagaries 
of Entropy. Never lending to familiarity or formula, they may 
confuse, even frustrate. But they do not go stale. We squint 
and strain just to see them. They need more energy to work, 
like the air conditioner. 
 The playfulness of being in the dark is about loving a 
measure of mystery, both in art and in life. Such darknesses 
induce dynamic kinds of contemplation. They require a gen-
erosity of attention. Within the dark, we find a poetic space: 
a space of elsewhere, experienced like no other. When the 
traveler’s risks are known and insurable, he remains a tour-
ist. The original word, “to travail” captures the true spirit of 
the traveler, ie., the difficult journey. Poets and painters, phi-
losophers and photographers, essentially artists of all kinds, 
are Entropy’s natural enemies. They seek to take energy from 
one place and put it into another. They imbalance the natural 
equilibrium of things. They provide their own power source. 
They fight the decay. They turn off the lights. 
 Despite the obvious pains that accompany it, the 
stubbed toes and unfortunate detours, the pleasures of ex-
ploring the dark are many. If we have the willingness to enter 
it, the courage to look around a bit, to accept whatever we find 
there, even maybe get a little lost, wonders may just await.  

The Abyss gAzes AlsO
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Dreams of A Dark Abyss

In the dead linen in cupboards
I seek the supernatural  

- Joseph Rouffange

 The dreams of a dark abyss are a chosen hardship, 
like a poem. To enter into such a place is to engage in a po-
etic kind of thinking. Because the clear demarcations and 
road signs are all gone, only an imaginative, strenuous and 
curious state of mind will suffice to traverse the way. As 
such, an idea of rigor pervades all poetic thinking. 
 Rigor is a measure of a content’s quality. It is the ex-
perience of “hard things” that are engaging and rewarding. 
But it is more than just a question of simply challenging or 
difficult content. Rather, rigorous content is personally and 
emotionally challenging. So too is poetry. 
 Poetry, as a relentless, multi-faceted and demand-
ing medium, has much in common with the traditions of 
the visual arts, most especially that of abstraction. Both ab-
straction and poetry are complex, ambiguous and provoca-

smash through the depiction of the literal world. The poet’s 
use of words is quite different, just as the artist’s use of his 
imagery is different. The words are the same, the paint or 
ink or pixels may be the same, but their values are different. 
Poeticization changes the value of well known things. They 
become musicalized, irretrievably transformed. The poet 
loves his words for their strangeness and mystery, not just 
for their obvious meanings. 
 The phenomenon of the poetic image is the phenom-
enon of freedom. Exercise is often described as “rigorous,” 
and perhaps this is apt, since the rigorous image is similarly 
an exercise of the imagination. Mental muscles are flexed, 
stretched and tested. Freedom is not merely given, it must 
be exercised. Great images are often a blend of memory and 
legend. They have a history, and a pre-history. Poetic im-
agery engages this history, by summoning and evoking the 
history of images within each viewer, who must rely on the 
entire wealth of his mental records just to make sense of it.   
 Poetry, in guise as either word or image, retains a 
greater competition of surprises than perhaps any other 
discipline. It implies the decision to change the function of 
language, just as abstraction seeks to change the function 
of the literal, representational or identifiable image. What 
is found in either realm is that which is often passed over in 
daily life: the miraculous, the unknown, the undreamt of.  

Chinese Whispers
You just go on your nerve.

- Frank O’Hara 

 Poetic images revel in Chinese whispers and com-
munication breakdowns. What gets lost in the translation 
from person to person is often the most interesting. Impos-
ing new meanings, misusing words, or using them for other 
purposes, maybe even cross purposes - is the metier of po-
etry. It sees the world as an iceberg: there is more below 
the surface of the water than above. These are not words or 
pictures, but maybe, ghosts. 
 Gaston Bachelard felt that the poetic image has a 
dynamic uniquely its own. That it is fundamentally varia-
tional. To read or see the poetic is to daydream. As J.P. 
Jouve called it, “thought enamored of the unknown.” All 
of Bachelard’s work, and not just his seminal The Poetics 
of Space, is in fact an eloquent and daring defense of po-
etry itself, which has had its detractors, and may never win 
popularity contests. Surrealist Andre Breton called this ani-
mosity to the poetic “the hate of the marvelous” - arguing 
that the hostility towards such works was motivated more 
by fear and misunderstanding than by righteous contempt. 
 Daydreaming is important. It is not just laziness. It 
is sophisticated, three dimensional investigation. What the 
poet does is essentially create a trap for dreamers. 

“As for me,” Bachelard says, “I let myself be caught.”

tive. Both have high expectations, and impossible personal 
standards. In both, the subject learns to “read” the poem/
picture as he experiences it. The learner accepts some re-
sponsibility for his learning, and he must work to under-
stand it. To not only elaborate on the material’s ever pres-
ent suggestions, but sometimes even to add his own content 
to it. To complete it.  
 Rigor mortis, literally translated, is the stiffness of 
the body after death. It signifies a kind of severity, an ex-
haustive, point of no return, if you will. Both poetry and 
abstraction are similarly severe and extreme forms of their 
respective domains. However, perhaps ‘rigor vitae’ may be 
more appropriate here, as both disciplines engage a re-viv-
ifying and re-energizing state of mind. The reader/viewer  
accepts the challenge to decode and understand the myste-
rious work laid before him, and is more alive for the effort. 
 The poetic image revels in its illusory nature. It ex-
ults in the impossible. A poetry of the impossible is a re-
lease from the constriction of normal things, an attempt to 

An Idea of Rigor
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Devil’s Dyes

 Since 1903, the Crayola crayon company has had 
an evolving array of nomenclatures, from Granny Smith 
Apple, Asparagus and Cerulean, to Apricot, Pink Sherbert 
and Canary. In 1962, Crayola’s apt but disturbing color 
‘Flesh’ was renamed into ‘Peach’  - in response to horrified 
complaints. 
 Today, in a world full of plentiful artificial dyes, it is 
hard to truly appreciate the mysterious business that once 
was the world of color. But, back in the day, color was full of 
great secrets, prohibitions and tragic histories. The ghosts 
of pigments past are a lurid expose of suffering, murder and 
tragedy. A few examples for each hue will suffice. 
 In 1609, Henry IV of France imposed the death pen-
alty on the use of Indigo, the “deceitful and injurious dye.” 
Of course, may colors were originally made from crops in 
the colonies that relied on forced human labor and slavery. 
Protestant Black, the color of the Puritans, was banned 
when the British did not have access to the Spanish’s colo-
nies of logwood dyeing plantations. Perhaps the cruelest of 
the colors was the incredibly poisonous Lead White, whose 
notorious toxicity still did not sway artists from use. Car-
mine Red, used for cardinal’s frocks and young ladies’ lips, 
was literally made of blood - from the crushing of a white 
beetle, a secret which the Spanish jealously guarded for 
years. Stradivari, the master violin maker, made a special 
orange varnish - Tiger Varnish - that to this day is still un-
known, perhaps why his instruments play so beautifully. 
 Scheele’s Green, invented in the late 18th century, 
replaced all older green pigments. It became popular for the 
wallpaper of children’s rooms. Unfortunately, it was made 
from arsenic. In the 19th century it was used as a food dye 
for sweets, by the 1930’s, it was an insecticide. Many specu-
late that Napoleon himself may have been sickened by it 
when in exile in the luxurious green rooms of St. Helena.
Indian Yellow is still a bit of a mystery. Legend has it that it 
was made from the urine of cows fed with mango leaves.
 Tyrian (Royal) Purple was the height of luxury and 
prestige. To extract this color, every toga required the deaths 
of thousands of shellfish, leading to extinctions. Eventually 
the Byzantine emperors banned the common people from 
wearing purple, hence the saying “born in purple.” Bone 
Black was made from the scraps of the slaughterhouse - cat-
tle or lamb thighs mostly. And what was really in Egyptian 
Brown or ‘Mummy Brown’ one wonders, although we do 
know the Egyptians wrapped their mummies in canvas. It’s 
not a terrible leap to imagine that at some time in human 
history remains may have created an excellent hue. And 
so perhaps we should all be giving our pigments a proper 
burial, just in case.

 
Colors On The Verge

Space, outside ourselves, invades and ravishes things.

  - Rainer Maria Rilke

If the straight line tells the truth, then color tells beautiful 
lies. So thought Yves Klein (1928-1962): dreamer, alche-
mist, performance artist and painter. A self-described pro-
prietor of color, Klein claimed that his first work of art was 
made when he ‘appropriated’ blue straight out of the sky. 
As an artist who worked in intense color fields for years, 
Yves felt that color was unappreciated  - forgotten, ignored, 
and rarely used to its fullest powers. Whereas the line, on 
the other hand, got too much credit. The line, he said, cuts 
through space as a ‘tourist’ – it is always in transit. The line 
‘expresses’ itself by dividing and separating, making limits. 
But color, Klein thought, is open, a true inhabitant of space. 
If the line cuts space, then color impregnates space. It is 
space. And so this was Yves’ revenge, the domain of color. 
To make works where color reigned supreme. As he said:

“Through color, I experience a feeling of complete identifi-
cation with space, I am truly free...”

 Jean-Luc Marion described this kind of experience, 
this “rising of invus,” as a saturated phenomenon: an ex-
tra-dimensional kind of space. By overwhelming our ability 
to represent or categorize what we are seeing, a saturated 
phenomena can create atmosphere and presence. As he de-
scribes, “the artwork becomes a unique locus in which time, 
space, and the horizontal field of vision are compressed into 
a confined arena.” Scientifically speaking, the eye can only 
distinguish the wavelengths between 0.00038 and 0.00075 
millimeters. And yet, these little differences are everything. 
With a myriad of nuances, color calls attention to surface 
while colliding with deep space. Its being is in infinity. Col-
ors overwhelm, envelop, invade us. 
 In the dark – when it is even more strange - is when 
color really gets interesting. Many a color is re-discovered 
there. Colors on the verge are particularly dangerous, for 
they are not quite the same in the dark. Never one color, but 
many, they are on the threshold of existence, perhaps why 
many of Yves’ colors, including the one he named for him-
self - International Klein Blue, verge just towards the dark 
of the spectrum. Here they confound, confuse and delight. 
 Close your eyes. Now rub them. Even with no light 
whatsoever - strange colors appear out of the darkness. No 
wonder then a child might ask his mother: “What is it I see 
when my eyes are closed?” In the dark lies the forgotten col-
ors of the crayon box. What names we must invent for the 
impossible colors to come, still remains to be discovered. 
 

The Rising of Invus
Color: humiliated, defeated, prepares its revenge over the long years.

- Yves Klein









Battle not monsters 
lest ye become a monster

And know this:
If you gaze into the abyss

the abyss gazes back at you

- Friedrich Nietzsche

 The Abyss, the Void, if you will, is the great un-
known space. It is a theater, a wunderkammer, playstage of 
the imagination. A place for drama, self-discovery, phan-
tasmagoria. Walter Benjamin once likened that the only 
way to be fully present - is to be lost. The Void is man’s at-
tempt to get properly lost. Diane Arbus famously said that 
a photograph is a secret about a secret, and that the more it 
tells you, the less you know. Perhaps so too, the Abyss. 
 The artist will always be summoning up Voids. 
Whether the blackest of stellar horizons, or in the deepest, 
darkest oceans,  he will meditate on his awareness of the 
Void, and its vastness. In such a place, the artist does not 
solve problems, but rather, invent new ones. 
 The Void is a fertile soil of terminally imprecise, in-
herently fuzzy, and maddeningly vague meaning. And hap-
pily so. For the allure of ambiguity is strong. Meaning is 
more rich and deep when multivalent and multiplicitous, 
when cloaked in haze and subterfuge. When meaning is 
rendered explicit, the work of art becomes a work of expo-
sition. Art remains firmly rooted in its native soil when it 
remains in the dark. Veils and shadows are natural imple-
ments. In the olden days of the Wunderkammer, or curios-
ity cabinet, the experience was fully understood for what it 
should be. Visit, and wonder.  
 Antonin Artaud was an artist unafraid of the dark. 
A self-confessed “forgotten poet,” Artaud sought to some-
how make ‘friends’ with and amenity with “the Void” within 
himself. Moreover, he believed that others could “take plea-
sure” in their Void, and “settle down” there. As he says:

“For a long time now I have felt the Void, but have refused 
to throw myself into the Void . . .  My sufferings until now 
consisted in refusing the Void. The Void that was already 

in me. I know there has been a wish to enlighten me by the 
Void and I have refused to let myself be enlightened.” 

 Artaud sought to reimpose what he called ‘the Su-
pernatural’ on modern society. He felt society had forgot-
ten its primordial roots: its dark rituals, its rites, its revela-
tions and magic. The Supernatural he said, is man’s raison 
d’etre. Man betrayed the Supernatural with his science and 
modern convenience, thinking it obsolete and irrelevant. If 
Artaud is correct, then the Supernatural’s initiation, or re-
initiation if you will, begins in darkness. 
  A speculating blind man remains a curious man. 
In Anthony Huberman’s tour de force For the Blind Man 
In The Dark Room Looking For The Black Cat That Isn’ t 
There, curiosity is emphasized over knowledge. The specu-
lating blind man in the dark remains curious even about 

simple things, because he must. 
 Confusion is at the heart of wisdom in the Void.  
A productive confusion can be a powerful form of knowl-
edge. Explanations often disappoint, because they are 
flimsy. Susan Sontag denounced explanations as handi-
caps that make art more manageable by making it less 
potent. Good art resists interpretation. For Artaud, for 
Sontag, and for other artistic mystics friendly to the dark, 
the reply to “I do not know what that is” - inevitably 
should be .... Good! If Sontag is correct in that we must 
learn to see more, hear more and feel more - then the dark 
should be the very first place to go. 
 The ability to tolerate, even enjoy, the experience 
of doubt - is an underrated discipline. John Keats called 
this the Negative Capability: those capable of being in 
uncertainties are those who can properly appreciate them. 
Albert Einstein claimed that the most beautiful experi-
ence of them all was the mysterious, for whomever cannot 
marvel at the mysterious, is as good as dead. 

eyes in the Dark

 In the end, the world is a world of gazes. Eyes that 
stare back out at us. Especially in the dark. One of the 
first things we are trained to look for, a pattern we are 
habituated to recognize, is the eye.  As soon as a strange 
dot starts to resemble an eye, one suddenly pays more 
attention, and focuses. The eye is a magnet for the gaze.  
 The ocellus, or eyespot, is a deceptive eye-like mark-
ing that has evolved in many different species, including 
butterflies, peacocks and fish. The eyespot sees us, and yet 
it is blind, an eye neither real nor fake, but somewhere in 
between. It has us at a disadvantage, because we look at it. 
Some eyespots function as anti-predatory devices, serving 
to distract creatures away from essential body parts. Oth-
er creatures are attracted to the eyespot, such as the pea-
cock, whose female is thought to prefer the more eyespots 
a male’s plumage has. Quite literally then, the entire world 
is looking. And it’s staring right back at us. The Void is no 
different. If we stare at it, then it is only fair when it gazes 
back at us, from time to time. 
 What then, are we to do when confronted by the 
Void? Perhaps the Neo-Futurists have an answer, the Chi-
cago-based improv theater troupe behind the long running 
Too Much Light Makes the Baby Go Blind. They had a sar-
castic program flyer which mocked the audience for read-
ing the text, jeering WHY ARE YOU READING THIS? and 
“You should be concentrating on what’s going on around 
you.” And yet the program read on and on.  After yet more 
dares of “ARE YOU STILL READING THIS?” it concludes: 

 “So, you made it to the end. Thanks for coming. And 
remember, it’s better to hurl yourself screaming naked into 
the Void than to lie down and sleep with it.”  

       good advice, perhaps, for all us travelers in the dark.  •

Theater Of The Void
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