


For me the unpredictability of 
colour, its queerness, its silence, 
its decoration, its shameless 

excesses, its resistance to language, 
it elusiveness, its plasticity, the 
impossibility of its containment,  
and its inherent abstraction – are  

the exciting potentialities and 
promises of colour 

Linda Besemer, Artist, 2007 1 
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FOREWORD
A world of colourful questioning is opened up in visiting curator Dr Sally 
Gray’s compelling exhibition Thinking Through Pink. 

This is a deeply thoughtful exhibition bringing together varied strands 
of meaning in works from Wollongong Art Gallery, The Powerhouse, 
Sydney and work from invited contemporary artists. 

Colour carries many connotations and has historically been used 
to signify social and political status and other symbolic and cultural 
meanings. Throughout the centuries, pink has at various times been 
perceived as masculine; feminine; erotic; kitsch; sophisticated and 
transgressive. It continues to be one of the most divisive colours, 
arousing strong negative and positive responses. Gender-coded 
notions of pink - as an expression of delicacy, frivolity and fragility – 
were firmly established in the mid-twentieth century – epitomised in the 
‘pink for girls, blue for boys’ tradition, still entrenched in contemporary 
Western culture. In the 1980s the pink triangle - previously used to 
identify homosexuals and mark them out for persecution during the 
Nazi period – became a symbol of gay activism in the face of HIV/AIDS 
and is now indelibly associated with the LGBTQIA+ community. Pink 
is continually culturally re-framed through ongoing generational shifts, 
from Millennial Pink in the 2010s to the resurgent Hot Pink of the 2020s.

We are delighted to be showing important decorative arts from the 
eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries from the Powerhouse 
collection, Sydney at Wollongong Art Gallery and we gratefully 
acknowledge the generous support of Lisa Havilah, and staff. We would 
like to thank Dr Sally Gray for her unfaltering passion and commitment 
to Thinking Through Pink and for sharing this evocative and provocative 
exhibition with us.

John Monteleone 
Director, Wollongong Art Gallery

John Brack, Peonies, 
1970, oil on canvas,  
114.5 x 79.0 cm,  
Gift of Dr Michael Fung, 
1993, 1993.090
Wollongong Art Gallery
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PREFACE
The colour pink like life can take on many different hues, meanings, and 
misconceptions. I have always had a deep love for fluorescent pink. I 
am sitting here right now at my desk wearing fluorescent pink sneakers 
and I am working through the actions in my workbook ticking them off 
with my fluorescent pink marker. My relationship with fluorescent pink, 
has always been a choice to be pursued no matter the application.  It is 
these colours, these consistencies, these preferences that distinguish 
and connect us, marking our lives and our identities.  Our connectivity 
with colour also sits in the beauty and power of the Powerhouse 
collection.  You can apply a colour such as pink in all its forms and tell 
the cultural and social stories of the world – from a Lisa Ho dress worn 
by Delta Goodrem, the pink ironbark of the Eucalyptus or the Embryo 
chair by Marc Newson. And here lies the brilliance of Dr Sally Gray’s 
curatorial approach – through her deep understanding of objects, 
and the histories of colour she connects us with objects in new ways 
through a colour and – not just any colour but through the majesty, the 
beauty the complexity of the colour pink.

Lisa Havilah,  
Chief Executive, Powerhouse, Sydney
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A sensibility … is one of the  
hardest things to talk about

Susan Sontag, 1964 4 

AUTHOR’S  PREAMBLE
Like most cultural projects, Thinking Through Pink, grows out of the 
aesthetic preoccupations and cultural trajectory of its originator. It 
results from vibrant discussions over several years with Wollongong 
Art Gallery and collegial collaboration with the Powerhouse, Sydney. 
For me, the intersection of gender, sexual politics and visual culture is 
a long-standing scholarly preoccupation and the current project has 
resonances with this previous work.2 Thinking Through Pink includes 
art, design and decorative arts. It investigates ideas about pink within 
the context of cultural receptivity to colour itself. In a meditation on 
pink and ‘pink-ness’, the project intends to instate the decorative as a 
culturally alluring concept. Decorative objects in Thinking Through Pink 
- usually gendered ‘feminine’ and ranked ‘minor’- are on generous loan 
from the Powerhouse; we are given access to their visual and material 
vitality, detached from their historical placement in aristocratic and 
bourgeois interiors. Thinking Through Pink aims to dive into pink, to 
swim about in its ambience, to breathe in its pleasures. As postmodern 
architect Robert Venturi stated; rather than make hierarchical visual 
judgements, it’s more interesting to adopt a ‘both-and’ approach rather 
than ‘either-or’. And to entertain the possibilities enabled by ‘messy 
vitality’ over ‘obvious unity’.3   

Sally Gray 
Melbourne, August 2022
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Deborah Kelly, 2012,  
From The Miracles, ‘After The 
Madonna of the Pinks’,  
Image: 33cm Paper: 44x45cm,  
Pigment ink on Hahnemuhle 
paper, exhibition print A/P3,  
from an edition of 1. 
Courtesy of the artist

THINKING  THROUGH PINK
In the 1957 Hollywood film Funny Face, the colour pink stands in for the 
so-called frivolous, irrationally feminine world of fashion. When the film 
character Miss Prescott, editor of Quality magazine, rolls out a bolt of 
what appears to be pink silk taffeta, singing ‘think pink’, she asserts that 
it is pink’s job to banish everything ‘dull, depressing and dreary’.5 Miss 
Prescott, who is modelled on Diana Vreeland the famed editor-in-chief 
of US Vogue, gives this delicate colour some heavy cultural power; the 
power to lighten moods, banish depression and overcome dullness. 

As I hope to show, the colour pink, along with intense colour in general, 
has more often than not been historically and culturally associated with 
the feminine, the queer, the decorative, frivolous, lightweight, kitsch 
and inconsequential, while simultaneously carrying connotations of 
excess in one form or another, including the political (‘pinko’ denoting 
communist and ‘pink’ meaning gay, at various times in the twentieth 
century). As artist and writer Abbra Kotlarczyk notes, use of strong 
colour, including pink, has been an enduring visual strategy employed 
by queer artists.6 And visual excess, from the delicious decorativeness 
of rococo ornament in the eighteenth century to the work of queer 
artists Pierre et Gilles in the 1990s, has often been associated with pink. 
Presenting a forty year survey, The Guardian aptly characterised the 
work of Pierre et Gilles as ‘la vie en rose’.7 

We are invited here to delight in the uncomplicated pleasure of looking; 
of oceanic immersion in a colour with a fascinating set of affects, 
histories and associations. This essay explores some of the complexities 
of pink, and colour in general, noting how gendered notions of ‘colour 
appropriateness’ have both changed and stayed the same. I focus 
on historical and current ideas about colour, the cultural politics of 
aesthetic judgement and changing notions of taste, rather than the 
science of perception or the technologies of production of different 
colours. I range freely over pigments, dyes, paint and digital colour as 
used in painting, textiles and clothing, interior design and the crafting 
and manufacture of decorative objects.

In English the word pink derives from the flower, the pink, a kind of 
carnation (Dianthus) first named in the late-seventeenth century. The 
name doesn’t derive from the flower’s colour but from its frilled edges. 
The verb ‘to pink’, familiar to dressmakers and tailors and achieved 
with the scissors known as ‘pinking shears’, dates from the fourteenth 
century, meaning to decorate with a jagged, perforated or punched 
pattern (possibly, according to some sources, it is derived from the 
German verb picken, ‘to peck’).
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Ebony Russell, (detail)  
Decorative Urn: Pink  
and Useless, 2020,  
43 x 30 x 30cm.  
Piped porcelain and stain.  
Courtesy of the artist
Photo: Simon Hewson

pink the oldest colour

For all the supposed flowery, decorative and frivolous associations of 
pink, merely a mix of white and red and therefore not a ‘primary colour’, 
science now tells us that pink is the oldest colour on our planet. In 2018, 
numerous science publications excitedly reported that researchers had 
extracted a bright pink pigment from bacteria fossils  - cyanobacteria - 
preserved in rocks under the Sahara Desert in Mauritania, West Africa.8 
Multiple news headlines, such as in The Guardian on July 10, 2018, 
proclaimed: ‘Scientists discover the world’s oldest colour – bright pink’, 
as they reported the discovery by Australian National University lead-
researchers Jochen Brocks and Nur Gueneli, of pink pigments in 1.1 
billion year old rocks.9  

Pink though, as mentioned above, is more often associated with 
fashionable frivolity, queerness, femininity, popular culture, kitsch and 
male effeminateness than hard science and the countless millennia 
of earth’s longevity. Rudolph Valentino, the early movie star, whose 
masculinity was questioned by heteronormative Hollywood society, 
ostensibly because he was popular with women and wore a bracelet 
given to him by his wife, was known as a ‘pink powder puff’ a fact that, 
as cultural historian Stephen Gundle writes, may have contributed to 
a decline in his health and career.10 American novelist Scott Fitzgerald 
had his romantic, legally questionable, prohibition-era character, Jay 
Gatsby, wear a pink suit, as a mark of his lack of social cachet in the 
world of male financial and political power.11 And I recall stories, from 
men I knew - gay and straight - who’d been harassed by male youths 
ostensibly for wearing a pink shirt, in those years in the 1970s and 1980s 
when homophobic violence in Sydney led to -  bashings and deaths and 
scandalously few police enquiries. 

Australian artist Christine Dean, writing about the mid-twentieth 
century high modernist period in art, notes in her 2010 PhD thesis on 
pink monochrome painting, how fellow artist, the American Matthew 
Deleget, ‘emasculated’ his monochrome painting by painting it a 
‘bubble-gum pink and then beating the crap out of it with a hammer’.12 
Dean signals the masculinist framing of twentieth-century modern 
formalist painting, with its hegemonic emphasis on the rational 
masculine subject, noting that pink was, ‘during the era of Modernism 
[…] perceived negatively’.13 Within the high modernist paradigm, ‘pink 
was treated as being unimportant, lacking in cultural significance and 
this attitude still shapes many contemporary perceptions around pink’.14  
Pink, Dean points out, is ‘most widely viewed with suspicion’.15  
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the gendering of pink
The most frequent current association of the colour pink is with notions 
of ‘femininity’ and the ‘feminine’. Although there is no objective, 
immutable phenomenon, which can be called ‘feminine’ in colour, 
subjectivity or taste, culture is nonetheless emphatically gendered 
and pink has often been thought of as somehow embodying or 
representing, the ‘feminine’. Pink has been associated with ‘feminine 
taste’, ‘frilly taste’, ‘rococo taste’, as well as softness and gentleness, 
which are also gendered female. Design historian Penny Sparke makes 
a case for thinking of ‘feminine taste’ as a distinct aspect of design 
history, especially in the history of domestic interiors, as outlined 
below.16 While there is nothing innate about aesthetic choices adhered 
to by girls and women, the gendering of cultural phenomena, as Penny 
Sparke and fellow design historian Regina Blazszczyk both note, is part 
of market segmentation and the social solidification and reiteration of 
gender norms and boundaries.17

Pink though was not always associated with the feminine, or effemina-
cy in men’s dress. In Renaissance Italy, as many scholars have noted, 
red dyes were the most expensive, and the various hues derived from 
them – including many shades of pink - were prized for denoting ‘male 
dignity’ and magnificence in clothing for the most powerful elites.18 
Among other sources (such as madder root), kermes and cochineal 
(both from crushed insects) were the origin of the dyes known as chre-
misi and grana, leading to the production of textile colours ranging from 
deep crimsons to violets. Names for textile dye stuffs such as rosato, 
rosa secca di turchino (old Turkish rose) or those translated as ‘carna-
tion pink’, ‘pink sapphire’ and ‘peach blossom’ refer to high status co-
lours for silks, velvets and wools in a Florentine world in which clothes 
were both immensely costly and ‘the primary visual sign of honour’ for 
very public displays of wealth and power by elite men.19 Art historian  
Timothy McCall writes of the visual splendour of elite men’s dress in 
Italian Quattrocento courts. Opulent ‘brashly coloured’ and ‘lumines-
cent’ textiles, along with jewels and gold accoutrements signalled  
signorial power and authority.20 Notwithstanding the ‘sometimes faith-
ful attention to detail but no doubt [also] their own inventive fantasy’, 
the work of Renaissance and Mannerist painters Ghirlandaio, Botticel-
li and Pontormo suggests that pink was indeed a sartorial colour for 
elite men and boys.21  ‘Pontormo is the pinkest painter’ wrote artist and 
film-maker Derek Jarman.22

It’s a truism of fashion studies that the ‘great male renunciation’ of colour 
and ornamentation in men’s dress – first articulated as such by German/
British psychoanalyst John Flügel in 1930 – was a cultural phenomenon 
after the French Revolution.  Following the advent of the black suit for 
bourgeois men in the nineteenth century, this ‘renunciation’ continued; 
encapsulated in fashion designer Elsa Schiaparelli’s remark, in the mid 

211A
Figure, porcelain, 
Derby Porcelain Works, 
Derbyshire, England,  
c. 1760.  
Powerhouse collection. 
Presented to the New 
South Wales Collection 
of Applied Art by Dame 
Eadith Campbell Walker, 
1927. 
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Christine Dean,  
Pink Monochrome, 
(detail) c1995,  
152.4 X  152.4,  
Enamel on canvas, 
collage of antique lace 
and d’oyleys. 
Courtesy of the artist

1950s, that men wearing ‘a spot of colour on their waistcoats might 
deprive them of their manhood’.23  This has, with notable exceptions, 
continued to the present, especially in men’s business attire, and 
is arguably related to the fear of colour and its gendering as female, 
discussed above and below. 

pink for girls
The popular, still current, idea of pink for girls and blue for boys is largely 
a commercially inaugurated and reiterated notion arising from mid-
twentieth century American consumer culture. Infants of both sexes 
in the nineteenth century wore white. When pastels for baby clothes 
were introduced in the middle of that century, they weren’t gendered. 
According to the Smithsonian Institution, in the June 1918 Ladies Home 
Journal, decades later, the following advice was given: ‘the generally 
accepted rule is pink for the boys and blue for the girls. The reason is that 
pink, being a more decided and stronger colour, is more suitable for the 
boy’.24  In 1927 Time magazine printed a list of suitable colours for boys 
and girls, according to the views of leading US stores such a Marshall 
Field, Filene’s and Best and Co, who stated that pink was for boys and 
blue for girls. By the 1940s with the development of lucrative mass 
markets in the USA, the opposite became the rule when ‘manufacturers 
settled on pink for girls and blue for boys’.25

exploring Pink
In 2004, artist Barbara Nemitz initiated what she called the ‘Pink 
Project’, investigating through an exhibition and a beautifully produced 
book with pale pink velour cover, selected aspects of the colour pink. 
The idea, she wrote, was:

[…] to look carefully at what happens through pink, to explore 
its unique aura, and to discover what it enables us to sense – to 
expand our imaginative and sensory capacities and to reassess 
some common clichés regarding pink, and that it is sometimes 
even subject to taboos.26 

Similarly, in the 2018 exhibition, Pink: The History of a Punk, Pretty, 
Powerful Colour, curated by Valerie Steele at the Museum at the Fashion 
Institute of Technology, New York, the emphasis was on how the use 
and positioning of pink has changed throughout 300 years of fashion 
history and in various fashionable milieux; from ‘Pompadour pink’ in the 
eighteenth century, to Schiaparelli’s ‘Shocking pink’, to the ‘Millennial 
pink’ of recent years, more of which below. 
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Paul Yore,  
Dreaming Is Free, 2016, 
216 x 221 cm.  
Mixed media appliqued 
quilt comprising textiles, 
found materials, cotton 
thread, buttons, beads, 
sequins.  
Courtesy of the artist

colour – frivolity and opulence 
While cultural associations and prejudices have been attached to pink, 
colour itself, not just pink, has been subject to prejudicial attributes by 
artists, philosophers, aesthetic theorists and cultural commentators. 
David Batchelor’s book Chromophobia, in which he writes about the 
myriad prejudices against colour, has a hot pink cover amplifying the 
message that pink - of all colours - carries a lot of the phobias against 
colour itself. 27 

In Chromophobia, Bachelor analyses the association of colour, in 
western culture, with seduction, femininity, contagion and foreignness, 
attributes which still linger around colour in general and pink in particular. 
As an artist, Batchelor recounts in a later book The Luminous and the 
Grey, that when he experimented with the colour pink, he became 
intrigued by how colour prejudice - or chromophobia - is still very much 
with us.28 Colour has been the object of ‘extreme prejudice in western 
culture’, he writes.29 It’s a prejudice which is so ‘all-embracing and so 
generalized that it has enrolled every other prejudice in its service’.30 
Colour has been marginalized, reviled, diminished and degraded, he 
claims. ‘Generations of philosophers, artists, art historians and cultural 
theorists’, have kept this prejudice alive. This is a prejudice, he claims, 
which ‘like all prejudice, masks a fear; a fear of contamination and 
corruption’.31 Colour is purged in two ways, he suggests. In the first it 
is associated with the foreign, the feminine, the oriental, the primitive, 
the infantile, the vulgar, the queer or the pathological. In the second 
it is thought of as ‘superficial, supplementary, inessential, trivial or 
cosmetic’.32 So colour is, paradoxically, seen to be simultaneously both 
dangerous and unimportant.

the personal and the question of colour 
For me, the question of how colour is viewed visually, emotionally, 
socially and politically is both professionally compelling and personal. 
I grew up not knowing that colour was supposed to be avoided. With 
an art-school-trained mother, and living in a part of Australia that 
experienced vast blue skies and lots of light, with a garden full of colour 
from flowers and blossoming fruit trees, with grand-parents and aunts 
who variously loved fashion, flowers, decorative objects and the history 
of art, I grew to love colour. I also found alluring, the rococo paintings, 
in books and art publications, I came across in childhood. The opulent 
fabrics and hedonistic excess in the paintings of Giovanni Battista 
Tiepolo and Jean-Honoré Fragonard presaged in me an aesthetic 
predisposition towards fashion, the decorative and visual excess in art. 
This ‘free and unserious’ rococo art, as British art historian Waldemar 
Januszczek puts it, was more a ‘tendency’, ‘tone’, or ‘inclination’, than a 
movement and, as he also adds, it was notably ‘brilliant pink at times’. 33 

A confluence of skilfully painted textiles in rococo paintings, in a colour 
that Robert Calasso names ‘Tiepolo pink’ and a general frivolity and 
opulence seemed eloquent to me. 34
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the impact of industrially produced colour
Stephen Gundle, in his dedicated study of the history of the idea of 
glamour, sees its advent as both a cultural construct and a commercially 
embraced phenomenon, coinciding with the development of industrial 
capitalism and new forms of urban consumption in the nineteenth 
century:

Glamour was a result of the release onto the market of the 
possessions, heritage, prerogatives, styles and practices of the 
aristocracy and the appropriation and manipulation of these by 
commercial forces and other actors in the urban environment.35

These ‘commercial forces’ included the expansion of markets for non-
essential products like decorative arts and fashion. Thus Gundle claims, 
was aristocratic ‘magnificence’ translated into bourgeois ‘glamour’.36  An 
explosion of industrially produced colours emerging from the chemical 
industries of Europe, impacted sartorial fashion in ways that allowed 
broader publics to dress in a wide range of artificial colours - including 
many versions of pinks, formerly reserved for aristocratic and regal 
garb, made with expensive natural dyes. 

The invention of new colours came with prohibitions based on notions 
of ‘taste’, as those ‘in the know’ found ways to exclude the uninitiated. 
By the mid-nineteenth century critics were complaining about the 
‘deterioration of consumer taste that resulted from the democratisation 
of colour’ in what was called a ‘scandale optique’ by one observer of 
fashion worn in London’s Hyde Park in the 1860s.37

For some, the fear of ‘getting it wrong’ by offending received or 
internalised ideas of ‘good taste’ endures. While studying History and 
English Literature at university, I soon came to comprehend that to 
be called ‘colourful’ as a dresser was often a patronising put down.  
I guessed that it was misogyny that made men shout at me from  
passing cars, making reference to my red tights, or my red wool bouclé 
dress.

But I also understood that there was something provocative, something 
culturally transgressive about intense colour itself. While ‘camel’ and 
navy blue were culturally marked as de rigueur for well brought up girls 
in polite, middle class Melbourne during my youth, I didn’t see what 
that had to do with me. Colour was always available offering aesthetic 
immersion, opportunities for personal expression, and simple visual 
pleasure. If there was colour why not adopt it? I was evidently not alone 
in this.

Diego Latella,  
Disc in Flight, Circa 1970, 
transparent synthetic 
polymer resin, coloured 
acrylic, 83.5 x 33 x 30 cm, 
Gift of Mr and Mrs E N 
Millner, 1979, 1979.041
Wollongong Art Gallery
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‘radioactive’ pink - the colour of diplomacy
‘Pink is the navy blue of India’, was a famous remark made by Diana 
Vreeland as part of her advice to Jacqueline Kennedy, when Kennedy 
asked what she should wear on her 1962 official state visit to India, ac-
companied by her sister Lee Radziwill.38  Contained within Vreeland’s 
sentence is the understanding that Indian visual culture was not sub-
ject to the aesthetic limitations represented by the respectable navy 
blue of bourgeois western women. Also contained within its meaning is 
Vreeland’s implied embrace of the déclassé, ‘oriental’ nature of intense 
colour, as outlined by Batchelor above. Vreeland’s adventurous, fiercely 
confident and irreverent taste won her enemies as well as admirers, in 
her roles as magazine editor and later as consultant to the Costume 
Institute at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, a position she 
occupied for seventeen years from 1972. For her arrival at New Delhi 
airport in March 1962 Jackie Kennedy wore what the US Ambassador 
to India referred to as ‘a suit of radioactive pink’, revealing, in his choice 
of adjective, his own colour phobia.39 Numerous photographs of the 
tour show both sisters adorned in pink, riding on elephants, attending 
events and greeting people. Pink was engaged by the American First 
Lady, thanks to Diana Vreeland, as a colour of international diplomacy.

oceanic feeling and colour
My own intuitive leap into colour had begun when I was a very small 
child. My mother, for whom the visual was a primary way of experiencing 
the world, drew my attention to a beautiful phenomenon. When she put 
a few drops of sewing machine oil into the water in the redbrick drains, 
of our garden in country Victoria - presumably in order to demonstrate 
this magic phenomenon to me - a ‘rainbow’ was formed, as light was 
refracted through the surface of the water. 

Knowing the slippery elusiveness of memory, I can’t be sure exactly how 
this happened, or even that it did.  But it’s one of those visual memories, 
which has never left me. It was probably my first experience of that rare 
and magical form of intimacy - the pleasure of mutual looking. It also 
introduced me to the oceanic feelings potentially evoked by intense 
visual perception. I’ve sometimes subsequently experienced being 
almost ‘inside’ colour, in an aesthetic experience that echoes other 
intense emotional or bodily experiences – sex; immersive forms of art; 
music; dancing; drugs:  ‘Colour … is a kind of bliss’, wrote philosopher 
Roland Barthes.40 Or, as Derek Jarman noted, colour itself (chroma) was 
considered in antiquity to be a kind of drug (pharmakon).41 

Victoria Finlay in her book about the origins of pigments and dyes, 
writes of the fact that colour doesn’t exactly ‘exist’ but is a matter of 
perception, resulting from the effects of chemistry and physics. In the 
case of physics, the effect of white light falling on an object ‘creates’ 
what we perceive as colour, in a kind of magic she characterises as an 

Pink is the navy blue of India 
Diana Vreeland
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object ‘doing’ a colour, rather than ‘being’ a colour, through the pulsing 
of electro-magnetic waves.42 As Arthur Munsell, the late-nineteenth 
century pioneer of colour harmony systems in the USA, put it: ‘colour 
is in us – not outside’.43 The influential early-twentieth century art 
and design pioneer, Sonia Delaunay understood this concept and 
made ‘rhythm and colour’ a central pre-occupation of her visual and 
perceptual enquiry.44 She extended the interest of impressionist and 
post-impressionist painters, especially the ‘Fauves’, in the emotional 
and psychological effects of colour, exploring its precedence over form.

‘colour’ and ‘colours’

Colour is, like memory, an elusive subject. David Batchelor writes: ‘Our 
relationship with colour is best described as ambivalent: most of us 
are both drawn to and repelled from colour; we experience strong and 
simultaneous feelings of attraction and repulsion, even of love and 
hate towards it’.45 Of the millions of hues that the average human eye 
is able to discern, most languages have less than a dozen basic colour 
terms, and several languages have no term for colour at all.46 There are, 
according to the Optical Society of America between 7.5 and 10 million 
colours which can theoretically be visually discerned. Computer-based 
colour ranges certainly go into the millions.47  Yet we routinely refer to 
the seven colours of the ‘rainbow’ or ‘spectrum’ - red, orange, yellow, 
green, blue, indigo, violet - as if these are the ‘colours’, especially when 
teaching colour to children. Even anecdotally, say when deciding on a 
colour to paint a room, we have trouble defining, within the limitations 
of language, what we see, want and mean. We have difficulty naming 
colours, deciding on a way to describe what we see and what we 
experience when we look. 

French philosopher and art historian Jacqueline Lichtenstein traces how 
colour ‘escapes the hegemony of language’ in its, ‘pure expressivity’ 
and its ‘silent visibility’.48 Others also write of the notion that colour 
is inexpressible in language, that it exceeds language. ‘Colour has not 
yet been named’, writes philosopher and cultural critic Jacques Derrida. 
49 Batchelor finds that colour is ‘a constant reminder of the limits of 
language’, and that, ‘colour is an awkward presence that can make me 
inarticulate or render me mute’.50 Art historian, John Gage, wrote in one 
of his influential books on the history of colour in art, that there are 
‘many cases where words have been felt to be less than adequate to 
the task of characterising colour’.51 He went on to say that it is curious 
that, ‘a phenomenon which is a primary sensory experience for most of 
us, and has attracted so many commentators from so many points of 
view, is far from being understood as a whole’.52

Colour has not yet been named 
Jacques Derrida
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From early scientific colour speculation, such as Isaac Newton’s 
seventeenth century optical experiments, revealing a spectrum of what 
he named as seven colours, there have been attempts to confine colour 
to a list of names and categories, often depicted in colour wheels, 
circles, spheres, squares and other diagrams. This naming of ‘colours’ 
divides the seamless continuity of ‘colour’ into manageable categories. 
The basic colour terms we learn in childhood - there are 11 in English 
and most European languages - cover a small range of what we are 
able to perceive. Every word to name a colour ‘compresses hundreds or 
thousands of observable colours into one or two syllables’.53 Obviously 
a word for each of the ten million or so discernible hues would be 
impossible or absurd, writes David Batchelor in The Luminous and the 
Grey. He writes that ‘language and diagrams enable us to navigate the 
extraordinarily complex terrain of colour and to communicate with one 
another about colour and without them we would easily get lost’.54 
Nonetheless, in putting colour into words we reduce much of what we 
see into what we can say.

There have been many charts and schemes developed to consistently 
name and define colours, principally in order to create consistency for 
industry and business, whether textile dyes, paint pigments or printing 
inks. From Michel Eugène Chevreul’s ‘colour harmonies’ in nineteenth-
century Paris, to the Americans, Albert Munsell and Margaret Hayden 
Rorke, (the inventor of the term First Lady Pink for the fashionable pale 
pink of the 1950s)55, there have been many attempts at colour coding 
and matching systems. The most enduring naming and matching 
system from the mid-twentieth century to the present has been 
Pantone, originating in the print industries. In 1963, Lawrence Herbert of 
New Jersey created the Pantone Matching System and licenced it to the 
major ink manufacturers. Catching the wave of the digital revolution the 
Pantone System entered licencing agreements with the major software 
companies in the 1970s. By the early-twenty first century the company 
was ‘the dominant player in business-to-business colour management 
systems’ and it now also operates the Pantone Textile Colour System.56

Colour is political
In a philosophical trajectory all the way from Aristotle, colour has been 
associated with pleasure, the feminine, the foreign, the seductive, 
cosmetics, debauchery, artifice, the decorative and unreason.57 It has 
been placed in opposition to goodness, morality and reason. Jacqueline 
Lichtenstein traces the lineage of colour prejudice through its 
philosophical origins, located in the ‘confrontation between discourse 
and image’. 58 A historically influential and enduring cultural binary was 
thus created, placing discourse - that is language and reason - above 
image, feeling, illusion and pleasure. It is related to, and part of, the 

Colour is an awkward presence  
that can make me inarticulate  

or render me mute
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enduring binary, which places the masculine (reason) in opposition to, 
and above, the feminine (emotion/unreason). 

In a continuing tradition through to the present, influential historical 
discourse has, according to Lichtenstein, demonstrated a ‘moral 
prejudice surrounding the tangible realm, a puritanical attitude towards 
images, pleasure and beauty’.59 Writing about seventeenth century 
French cultural discourse Lichtenstein traces how the ‘colourists’, a 
group privileging colour in painting over drawing, advanced the new 
and controversial idea that the purely visual could be thought of as 
equal to, not subordinate to, the idea.60 In other words the perceptual 
(colour/ image/feeling) was equal to the conceptual (language/drawing/
idea). The colourists advanced an apology for cosmetics, pleasure and 
seduction, they praised colour for its ‘incomparable effects.’ 61 

Notwithstanding the seventeenth century French colourists’ embrace 
of the power of colour, the historically specific cultural prejudice against 
colour has been carried through centuries. In more recent times though, 
it is linked to colour’s association with out-groups, with ‘uneducated’ 
popular taste, with non-western taste, queer and feminine taste. David 
Coles in his book Chromotopia, reiterates the bias: 

Even for many who have maintained a strong interest in colour, 
its perceived proximity to popular culture or mass culture, its 
association with kitsch and artificiality has remained a major 
problem. [The association with] the feminine, oriental, infantile 
and narcotic aspects of colour have been part of its attraction, 
but its popular, vulgar and commercial association have been 
altogether less appealing.62

He cites twentieth century writer and hallucinogenic experimenter 
Aldous Huxley; twentieth century architect le Corbusier; nineteenth 
century poet and critic Charles Baudelaire and eighteenth and 
nineteenth century poet, playwright, novelist, critic and colour theorist 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe as being sceptical, if not phobic, about 
colour because of its association with popular taste.63

The flowering of pink – from Pompadour to Barbie
While colour is political, so too is pink. We have seen in the work of 
Christine Dean, quoted above, that pink is positioned as ‘not masculine’ 
and a problematic colour in mainstream, male dominated, orthodoxies 
in twentieth-century, high modernist art.64 There are times though 
when pink has had its ‘moment’. The rococo period, so decorative, so 
‘feminine’, is one. Historian Sarah Lowengard’s work covers art, material 
culture and materials science, including historical technologies of 
colour production. In an essay titled ‘Colours and colour making in the 
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eighteenth century’ she selects four ‘eighteenth century colours’ one 
of which is ‘Pompadour pink’, a ‘fashionable colour first appearing in 
Britain in the mid 1750s’.65  Claims that pink was the favourite colour 
of Madame de Pompadour - mistress to Louis XV and a powerful 
intellectual, cultural and even political force at the French court - are 
according to Lowengard, unproven. Nontheless, in portraits of Madame 
de Pompadour by François Boucher, François- Hubert Drouais and 
Maurice Quentin de La Tour, pink is a both a dominant and an ambient 
colour; in dress, drapery, fabric detail, rouge, ribbons, lace, shoes, 
flowers, furniture and jewellery. Pompadour pink has appeared and 
re-appeared on colour lists until the early twentieth century ‘with 
remarkable regularity’.66

Madame de Pompadour was a patron of Sèvres, the eighteenth century 
French porcelain manufactory. This connection was given a post-modern 
turn by American artist Cindy Sherman in 1990, with the production of a 
limited edition of eighteenth century Sèvres table-ware designs bearing 
portraits of Sherman as Madame de Pompadour. They formed part of 
Sherman’s series, ‘History Portraits’, of the late 1980s, in which she 
continued her practice of using costume, make-up, wigs, hairstyling 
and prosthetics to present herself as personae from film and history. In 
this case original eighteenth century moulds from Sèvres were used to 
produce a limited edition of plates, tureens, cups and other tableware 
using four colours associated with rococo taste: rose pink, apple green, 
blue and yellow. Produced, not by Sèvres, but by Limoges, and sold 
through Artes Magnus - producer of limited editions of artists’ works 
- the ceramic pieces complicate, in post-modern fashion, questions of 
art, design, taste, identity and historicism.67

‘mauve’, the chemical colour that was often actually pink
With the second industrial revolution, from the mid 1800s to the mid 
1900s, colour underwent its greatest expansion of range, materials and 
adherents through developments in, first chemical, and then plastics, 
industries. ‘Pink was the passion of the mauve decade’ wrote Derek 
Jarman, referring to the late nineteenth century craze for every shade 
of ‘mauve’ after the accidental invention of the mauve dye in 1856, 
by chemist William Perkin.68 In 1956, celebrating the centenary of the 
chemical discovery and manufacture of ‘mauve’, the British Colour 
Council stated that there were seven still fashionable shades that were 
based directly on Perkin’s colour: wild orchis; daphne pink; pink clover; 
sweet lavender; purple lilac; homage purple and violet.69 

Following late-nineteenth century developments in the chemical indus-
try, in Germany, Britain, France, and later the United States, with the 
consequent discovery and invention of new and diverse commercial  
colours - especially in the textile industry - colour assumed an enormous 
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industrial and commercial importance. Sartorial fashion, being the style 
leader from earlier centuries, took up these new colours with inventive 
alacrity. In the United States which was, after the First World War, the   
advanced capitalist economy with the largest consumer population,  
Fortune magazine announced a ‘colour revolution’, adding that Anglo 
Saxon culture had been released from its ‘colour inhibitions’. 70 

pink in the 1950s
Mid-twentieth century domestic interior design and product design 
gives expression to another pink ‘moment’. Colour came to be seen 
as a solution to over-production in many industries after the Second 
World War and into the 1950s. It was a potent selling point, promoting 
‘newness’ in almost all important consumer industries, most notably the 
automobile industry, particularly in the USA. Colour specialists known 
as ‘colourists’ worked within industry, forecasting what colours would 
be popular in cars, kitchen and bathroom fittings, electrical appliances 
and varied domestic products. While ‘colour forecasting’ was a French 
textile industry innovation, the ‘colour revolution’ was led by American 
industry and disseminated globally. As Regina Blazszczyk notes in her 
book, also titled The Colour Revolution, ‘the great American industrial 
machine spewed forth a rainbow’.71 

According to Blazszczyk ‘colour dynamics’ and ‘colour conditioning’ 
had, by mid-century, transformed the look and feel of modern interiors. 
‘Mood colours’ created a demand for colourful products: furniture, 
carpets, lighting fixtures, dinnerware, curtains, display cabinets and 
eating utensils, all in a matching ensemble.72 American consumers, 
at this stage the most affluent in the world, welcomed the almost 
unlimited colour range supplied by paint companies. Pink was popular, 
‘Rose’ paint had climbed from 5 per cent to 16 per cent of the market.73 In 
1954 when one appliance company polled the market nobody thought 
of adding pink to the possible options but when the firm eventually 
decided to offer pink as a colour option, pink products accounted for 40 
per cent of sales in one year and caused industry competitors to follow 
the trend.74 

‘feminised Fifties’ 
Design historian, Penny Sparke traces how the vogue for colour in 
mid-century domestic environments, in particular pink, was gendered 
female. Women’s return-to-the-kitchen after the Second World War, 
added to their role as the principal decision-makers in domestic product 
consumption, meant that the material culture of 1950s domestic 
modernity was ‘overwhelmingly feminine’, Sparke writes.75 The overt 
‘feminisation’ of goods in this period, manifested in pink radios, coloured 
appliances, and preponderance of colour, pattern and texture in 
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domestic interiors, all bore the influence of the female consumer.76 Pink, 
Sparke states, was the most obviously ‘feminine’ colour of all those that 
appeared in 1950s domestic interiors and consumer products, in shades 
from rose pink to salmon pink, on automobiles, radios, refrigerators, 
Barbie dolls and iced cakes. It represented the ‘distinct gendering that 
underpinned 1950s society ensuring that women were women and 
men were men’. 77 Pinkness ‘reinforced the idea that femininity was a 
fixed category in the lives of women from childhood onwards’. 78

don’t think pink
Colour variety and choice was what consumers loved but it was also 
what ‘tastemakers loved to critique’. 79 Coinciding with the great 
international design exhibition, the Exposition Internationale des Arts 
et des Techniques Appliqués à la Vie Moderne, in Paris in 1937, fashion 
designer Elsa Schiaparelli had created ‘exposition colours’ for her 
autumn collection. The most famous of these was the pink she called 
‘Shocking’. She described it like this:

Bright, impossible, impudent, becoming, life-giving […] a colour 
of China and Peru but not of the West – a shocking colour, pure 
and undiluted. 80

She reveals in her autobiography, the racist comments made by her 
friends about what kinds of people might feel comfortable in Shocking 
pink, emphasising its cultural, racial and ethnic ‘foreignness’ to Western 
taste regimes.81

As Blazszczyk notes, this colour did indeed remain shocking in the USA:

[...] the white Anglo-Saxon protestants atop the social pyramid 
feared colour, and the emulative middle classes thought their 
betters would disdain them for choosing hot pink. Social climbers 
had to follow the rules of good taste.82 

Conversely, she claims, people of less education and status remained 
‘fundamentally more honest with colour because they [had] less fear’.83 

Of course, these colour trends are subject to the in-built carefully 
planned obsolescence intrinsic to capitalism’s relentless growth 
imperative. Pink’s 1950s prominence was soon superseded by other 
trends. 
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new design norms
Just as it seemed to be acquiring what Sparke characterises as, 
‘unprecedented autonomy and influence’, the ‘feminine taste’ trend 
expressed in the pink product surge ‘found itself banished in the name 
of kitsch and bad taste’.84 

The ‘youth-quake’ of the 1960s undermined established taste in fashion, 
graphic design, publishing and consumer product design. ‘New Left’ 
liberatory politics, and the exploding ‘alternative’ cultures of the post-
war baby-boomers, coincided with the aesthetic eclecticism of Pop Art, 
pop music and popular visual culture. An emphasis on exploration of 
the interior experience of the mind and human subjectivity, in sexual, 
drug and musical cultures, brought new fashionable aesthetics, such as 
‘psychedelic’ forms to the fore in art, design, publishing and advertising.

Coined in the 1950s, the term ‘psychedelic’ was derived from the Greek 
(psyche – mind; delos - show or manifest). By the 1960s, certain forms 
of music, art and design - as well mind-altering substances such as LSD 
and mescaline - were tagged ‘psychedelic’ and implied enhanced visual 
experience. Poster art and graphic design used flowing naturalistic 
line and high key colour, including liberal use of hot, ‘Dayglo’ pinks 
and magentas. Neon light in the works of artists Joseph Kosuth, Bruce 
Nauman and Dan Flavin, and the fluoro or Dayglo colours of Andy 
Warhol’s screen prints, brought mass, commercial and popular culture 
into a creative collision with high art. 

Cultural critic, Andreas Huysen, thinks it is no coincidence that the 
‘renegotiation’ of the relationship between mass culture and high 
culture in the 1960s took place at the same time as emerging social 
movements investigating links between individual human experience 
and social and political realities: ‘among which feminism has perhaps 
had the most lasting effects on our culture, as it cuts across class, 
race and gender’.85 A new emphasis on personal experience, interiority, 
subjectivity and erotics coincided with a ‘re-evaluation of formerly 
devalued forms and genres of cultural expression’ such as the ‘decorative 
arts, autobiographical texts and letters’.86

There had been a prescriptive, puritanical element in high modernist 
art and design orthodoxy. ‘Emotion and the pleasure principle were 
modernism’s unacceptable “other”’, writes Sparke, and the release of 
this ‘other’ led to more eclectic aesthetic parameters.87 By the late 
1960s, a renewed interest in pleasure, emotion and the decorative 
characterised what came to be named post-modernism in design, 
architecture and art. 
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political pink
An emphasis on the personal as political and the importance of 
aesthetic pleasure found expression in the radical feminist poster 
movement in Sydney in the 1970s.88 Pink carried some familiar cultural 
freight, as feminist artists strove to find a material means to express 
a new aesthetic and political consciousness and to make a space 
for themselves, in a male-dominated art world. For feminist poster-
makers at the Tin Sheds Art Workshops at The University of Sydney, Jan 
Fieldsend, Marie McMahon and Jan Mackay, pink was part of a search for 
artistic ways and means. 

Jan Fieldsend and Marie McMahon had met in an anarchist-feminist 
group in Sydney in 1978, and Jan recalls that, as ‘pink was for girls’, using 
pink in art and poster design was a kind of ‘up yours’ to existing political, 
aesthetic and gender power. To borrow a concept from philosopher 
Judith Butler, these artists were re-positioning the ‘injurious language’ 
of colour; appropriating pink’s ‘feminine’ connotations, by adopting 
pink as both ‘powerful’ and pleasurable, in acts of resistance against 
marginalisation.89

They were also making clear that they were not ‘old-left’ communists. 
They saw themselves as part of the ‘New Left’, the broad progressive 
movement of the 1960s and 70s, which included feminism, gay 
liberation, anti-racist and anti-colonial struggles.90 As Jan Fieldsend 
recalls: ‘We were interested in Emma Goldman and the concept of 
dancing at the revolution; pleasure, not communist puritanism; rising 
up, having fun; pink was about pleasure’.91 She remembers that fellow 
artist, Jan Mackay used decorative fabrics and a lot of pink in her work, 
and Marie McMahon often used a ‘girly pink’.92 These artists were 
simultaneously embracing and working against the received idea that 
pink was both ‘feminine’ and a ‘weak’ colour.’ 93 This was a point iterated 
by Lucy Lippard, the influential American feminist art critic and curator, 
who remarked on the prohibition against ‘weak’ colours, like pink, in high 
modernist art.94 Pink became emblematic, for some women artists, of 
a feminist consciousness. 

queer pink
In 2022 New Zealand artist and poet, Sam Duckor-Jones, transformed 
an 85 year-old former Anglican church into ‘Gloria’, a ‘public sculpture 
and an queer beacon’, at Greymouth on New Zealand’s South Island. 
His choice to paint ‘Gloria’ pink, inside and out, was part of his desire 
‘to push a little bit of pink on the world’ and create a space for rural 
queerness. Pink he thinks, has ‘a whole history with queerness, pride, 
gay liberation and gender. It is really powerful that people have strong 
feelings about pink, as they have about no other colour.’95
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‘Colour seems to have a queer bent’, wrote Derek Jarman, and of course 
pink itself, the word and the colour, often stands in for queerness.96 ‘The 
pink dollar’ refers to urban gay, mostly male, consumption patterns. 
So ‘pink’, can simply mean ‘gay’ or ‘queer’. The pink triangle has been 
a symbol for various  LGBTQIA+  identities, such as the graphics of 
the AIDS activist group ACT-UP in the 1980s, and numerous gay 
organisations, publications and imagery. Initially used as a  badge of 
shame and oppression of homosexuals by the Nazi regime, most 
notably in its concentration camps, the pink triangle was reclaimed as 
a symbol of gay self-identity in the 1970s. As a symbol of protest 
against homophobia, it has since been adopted by the larger LGBTQIA+ 
community as a popular symbol of pride. 

The world’s first ‘pink ban’, a gay political boycott, took place at Macquarie 
University in Sydney in 1973, when a student teacher Penny Short had 
her scholarship revoked by the New South Wales Education Department 
because she wrote a lesbian erotic poem which was published in the 
Macquarie student newspaper Arena. The then radical union, the 
Builders Labourers Federation (BLF), famous for its ‘green bans’ to 
protect urban heritage sites and the natural environment, urged its 
members to walk off the numerous construction sites on the university 
campus to demand the scholarship be restored. Unfortunately the 
action was not successful but a similar action by the BLF in support 
of gay rights had a better result when a gay student expelled from a 
residential hall at the same university was reinstated.97

camp pink
A gentle pink was the design choice for the cover for the catalogue of 
the 2019 exhibition titled Camp: Notes on Fashion at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, also the title of the exhibition and chosen to 
resonate with Susan Sontag’s influential 1964 essay ‘Notes on Camp’.98 
Like ‘glamour’, ‘camp’ is a notion that circulates in a cultural space which 
also includes the circulation of discourses of colour and the ‘colourful’. 
Pink in particular circulates here. As we have seen above, colour has 
been associated with artifice and seduction, unreason, the feminine, the 
superficial, cosmetic and decorative. As queer scholar, Fabio Cleto writes 
in his introductory essay for Camp: Notes on Fashion, camp as ‘theory’, 
‘sensibility’ and ‘field of reference’ includes artificiality, exaggeration, 
excess, things overdone or ‘too much’;  camp, he writes, is a ‘radically 
unsettling aesthetic experience’.99 And, as Sontag tells us, camp is 
kitsch; it’s a mode of seduction; superficial; gestural; duplicitous; zany; 
naïve; it cant be taken seriously because it is too much.100 Epithets from 
both writers share many of the descriptors associated with prejudicial 
attitudes to intense colour.
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seeing through pink
My friend David McDiarmid died in 1995. He was the Australian-born 
queer artist whose political intelligence and restless imagination led to 
a body of work, since acclaimed internationally. David chose me as the 
executor of his estate and holder of his artistic copyright. At the time of 
his death David was known as a gay male political artist in his chosen 
community of Sydney. His broad, multivalent, proto-queer, creative 
output and his complex gender and sexual politics were not then widely 
known. As curator of an important cultural legacy which encompassed 
fashion, craft, graphic design, gender and sexual politics, gay activism 
and fine art, I undertook several years of research to document, interpret 
and disseminate David’s life and work internationally; through scholarly 
journal articles, book chapters, books, and exhibitions. It was in the 
course of this work, especially in analysing his series of works known as 
the Rainbow Aphorisms, that I was impelled to interrogate the politics 
of chromophobia. In the scholarly landscape of queer theory I came to 
appreciate how visual excess, sensation, and saturated colour in art, 
while seen by some as ‘too stimulating’ or ‘over the top’, are for others 
an expression of a wider, more inclusive range of affect. 

Exploring chromophobia’s links to sexism and homophobia, and the 
emotional limitations it may reflect and reinforce became something 
of an obsession. Since the ‘personal is political’, gender politics of the 
1970s, I’d been interested in how masculine/feminine and queer/straight 
binaries and hierarchies were linked to, and policed through, aesthetic 
and affective norms and choices. In an epistemological context in which 
some things, some content and some people are placed above others, 
something must be exiled in order to rigidify and reiterate prevailing 
power structures. 

‘de-problematising prettiness’
Pink has been lauded, reviled and resurrected. The second decade of 
the twenty- first century saw a new saturation moment for pink. ‘Mil-
lennial pink’, also known as Instagram pink and Tumblr pink, was usually 
Pantone 13-1404, aka ‘Pale Dogwood’. Also known as ‘blush’ or ‘deli-
cate’ pink, it was named ‘Colour of the Year’ in 2016. It was everywhere, 
‘from Instagram-ready’ restaurants, to couches, clothing and advertis-
ing for all genders.101 As late as 2020 the Queensland government used 
‘Instagram pink’ ostensibly to make its COVID19 messages friendly and 
legible for millennials.102 In 2017, The Guardian had examined why ‘Mil-
lennial pink’ was so influential, concluding that it represented a kind of 
‘ironic prettiness’, or ‘post-prettiness’, suggesting that it’s a way to be 
pretty while retaining intellectual detachment; a wish that prettiness 
could ‘de-problematised’.103 The idea that the delights of pink may 
be available to us without the heavy ideological freight that pink has  
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carried in high modernist orthodoxy and beyond, resonates with the 
thinking behind the Thinking Through Pink project. We can enjoy colour, 
opulence and visual excess without the cultural and political limitations 
of the ‘weak colour’ of ‘femininity’, or the fear that we might be em-
broiled in the ‘taste wars’ of which chromophobia is part. 

pink longevity 
In 2022 it appeared that pink was having another ‘moment’. In April, 
newspaper headline fashion advice read: ‘How to wear hot pink: this 
season’s most stylish colour’. 104 The Guardian announced that ‘Fuchsia, 
also answering to magenta or hot pink, will bring a much-needed sense 
of positivity and escapism to your wardrobe’. The Valentino fashion 
house had collaborated with Pantone to create a special new pink for its 
Autumn /Winter 2022 collection:

Pierpaolo Piccioli, creative director at Valentino, loves the colour 
so much he has mixed his own shade with Pantone. Called 
Pink PP, it made up 40 looks at his recent AW22 show, from 
tiny bubble dresses to sweeping opera coats, all shown on a 
matching runway.105

Simultaneously, IKEA presented the ‘KARISMATISK’ collection produced 
under licence in a collaboration with leading British fashion designer 
of the 1960s and 1970s, Zandra Rhodes, now in her eighties. Rhodes, 
famous for her pink hair and her floaty, chiffon dresses cut to showcase 
her fabric designs, has never ceased to be a figure of influence, nor to 
be associated with pink and romantic optimism. Available for purchase 
were hyper-‘feminine’ pink cushions and bags – including ‘the fabulous 
frilly fracta bag’.106
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