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Pitch

or movement – literally the beaming – of 
the source itself. It is a line of combustion. It 
can flicker like a flame, swirl like smoke, or 
twist like the wind. With flame, smoke or 
wind, it is inclined to swerve in response to 
the aerial currents with which it mingles. 
Even sun-beams are depicted, in early 
sources, as the twirling flames of a great 
fireball.

Ray and beam, thus, offer two quite differ-
ent ways of thinking about light: what it is, 
how it moves, and how it is apprehended. 
On the one hand, as ray, it is an energetic 
impulse that connects a point source to the 
eye of a recipient, across what could be an 
immense distance; on the other hand, as 
beam, it is an explosion that manifests as 
much in the eye of the beholder as in the 
cosmos. For in the moment of its apprehen-
sion, eye and cosmos become one, merged in 
the experience of an illuminated world. 

But if there are two ways of thinking about 
light, then by the same token, darkness 
can mean different things, depending on 
which approach you take. The rays of the 
sun, when they strike a solid and opaque 
body, cast a shadow on the ground. Within 
the outline of the shadow it is dark – not 
completely dark, of course, since however 
strong the sunlight, a certain proportion 
of incident radiation is dispersed by ambi-
ent air. The shadow’s darkness, nevertheless, 
comes from blocking out the light. Yet the 
shadow itself has no substance: the only 
substance is of the ground on which it plays. 
With the beam it is quite otherwise. To 
darken the beam is to put out the fire; not to 
block the light but to extinguish it. And the 
shadow of the beam is the material residue 
that falls from the conflagration. The same 
tree, which had once basked in the sun’s rays 
and cast a shadow on the ground, becomes 
light in the flames of the fire – as beam 
rather than rays – and leaves its shadow 
in the material stuff of ash, charcoal, and 
finally pitch.

Of the blackest of black nights, we say it is 
pitch dark. But pitch darkness is one thing, 
the darkness of pitch another. One is defined 

negatively, by the absence of radiant light, 
the other positively, by the presence of 
material substance. Radiant light – the light 
of the sun – is said to be white. It is what 
we get by mixing every shade of the visible 
spectrum, for example by spinning a top 
decorated with a colour wheel. When the 
top is at rest we can distinguish the shades, 
when it spins they merge into white. These 
shades, corresponding to wavelengths, give 
us the colours of the rainbow. All the colour 
is in the light. No light; no colour. Black, 
then, is as void of colour as it is of light. 
The manufacture of pitch, however, tells a 
different tale. 

Let’s return to the tree from which we 
began. Having cut the trunk for timber, to 
be sent to the mill, the roots and stump are 
set alight. What runs out from the light 
of the fire? Brown tar. What do we get 
when the tar is boiled to eliminate its water 
content? Black pitch. As Johann Wolfgang 
von Goethe famously argued, in his Theory 
of Colours of 1810, black is not the absence of 
colour but colour at its most concentrated. 
As pitch is the extract of tar, black is the 
extract of light: the essence that remains 
after the light is extinguished. Conversely, 
to set materials alight is to lighten their 
colour. So long as the fire burns, the flames 
and glowing embers give off shades of 
yellow and red. But once the fire is extin-
guished, all shades recede into black. The 
blackness of pitch, then, is an index not of 
nothingness but of infinite density, from 
which colours explode in the ignition of 
our visual awareness. All colour pours from 
pitch; and all colour eventually falls back 
into it. 
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This work explores ideas of excess and 
entropy, working with ikebana arrange-
ments of plant matter at different stages 
of freshness and decay, partly in order to 
explore the related ideas of photosynthesis - 
essentially the ordering of disordered matter 
to make matter/things with light through 
the transformation of light energy to colour 

– entropy, and ‘excess’, in juxtapostion with 
Bataille.

‘The living organism, in a situation deter-
mined by the play of energy on the surface 
of the globe ordinarily receives more energy 
than is necessary for maintaining life; the 
excess energy (wealth) can be used for the 
growth of a system (e.g. an organism); if the 
system can no longer grow, or if the excess 
cannot be completely absorbed in its growth, 
it must necessarily be lost without profit; it 
must be spent, willingly or not, gloriously 
or catastrophically.’  
(Accursed Share Vol. 1, 21)

‘Thus, at all costs, man must live at the 
moment that he really dies, or he must live 
with the impression of really dying’ 
(The Bataille Reader, 287)

‘Everything is rich’1 
(Accursed Share Vol. 1, 13)

1 “Inner experience is an experience which 
is rich beyond comprehension, beyond being 
reduced to being an internal experience and 
beyond being captured within the concept of 
experience.” (Noys, 2000:55)
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‘The blind spot’2 
(Inner Experience, 111).

2 Bataille uses “the blind spot” metaphorically 
to indicate the moment of non-knowledge: 
‘knowledge which loses itself in it’

‘your life is not limited to that ungraspable 
inner streaming; it streams to the outside 
as well and opens itself incessantly to what 
flows out or surges forth towards it [...]

‘I am and you are, in the vast flow of  
things, only a stopping-point, favouring  
a resurgence’  
(Inner Experience, 94-5). 
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‘I was not insane but I made too much of the necessity of leaving, 
in one way or another, the limits of our human experience ...’ 
(Visions of Excess, 74)
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