
w13



12

Columns

Previous page
David Shrigley
Untitled, 2000

Beige (C6, M9, Y23, K0) w

Colors

Beige
Andrea Codrington

Beige is the color of evil, or at least that’s 
what Aaron Priven thinks. Priven, the author 
of the Internet’s only website dedicated to 
that most unassuming of hues, writes:

— Most people think if colors have attrib-
utes such as good or evil, that the color  
of evil is either the red of arterial blood 
gushing from a wound, or the deepest 
black of the darkest night sky. While 
these are certainly evil colors, they are 
not as evil as beige.... The most evil color 
has to appear benign.1

Priven might just have a point.

At first blush, of course, the color beige 
might have all kinds of comforting associa-
tions—from oatmeal, that pabulum of win-
tertime childhoods, to a worn-to-softness 
pair of trousers. But beige is also the color of 
deceit and oppression. Khaki, after all, origi-
nated in mid-19th-century colonial India, 
where it took its name from the Urdu term 
for “dusty.” It was in the altogether differ-
ent—but no less exotic—locale of Transvaal 
that the British first realized that donning 
dun-colored uniforms while fighting the 
Boer locals would help them sneakily blend 
into their dried-out South African surround-
ings. Thereafter, khaki replaced regimental 
blues and reds and became a military sta-
ple the world over—as well as the building 
block of any hot-climate camouflage pat-
tern.

One can easily find other examples of 
beige’s pernicious ability to blend into 
the background at the political and socio- 
cultural level. Just consider the Hannah 
Arendt–John Mellencamp continuum.

What does a German-born left-leaning polit-
ical critic hold in common with a hard-living 
Midwestern rock star? Arendt, whose 1963 
book Eichmann in Jerusalem gives a first-
hand account of the trial of Nazi war crimi-
nal Adolf Eichmann, was one of the first 
20th-century thinkers to set forth the idea 
that evil was represented as much in this 
world by banality as by anything that could 
be called sinister. She based this observa-
tion on Eichmann’s behavior during the trial, 
which was marked by total thoughtlessness: 
cliché speech patterns, a lack of critical abil-
ity, and unthinking obedience to authority. 
(As a Nazi, of course, Eichmann also tended 
to wear beige uniforms.)

Exactly 30 years later, John Mellencamp 
came out with a song that further implicated 
the relationship between banality, evil, and 

the color beige:

— It’s just beige to beige
That’s all it is these days,
Little windows for you to crawl through.
You just do what’s expected of you.
It’s just beige to beige to beige
These days.

Of course, Mellencamp’s formula that 
routine (“beige”) equals constraint equals 
evil is a rock-and-roll staple. It is also at the 
very core of the advertising techniques that 
drive contemporary consumerism, as Thom-
as Frank has pointed out in The Conquest of 
Cool. “Commercial fantasies of rebellion, 
liberation and outright ‘revolution’ against 
the stultifying demands of mass society,” 
he writes, “are commonplace almost to the 
point of invisibility in advertising, movies 
and television programming.”2

In a cultural moment predicated on  
visual flamboyance, beige is indeed the 
enemy. It is a truism that when the econo-
my is doing well, colors brighten (hence  
the Great Depression’s nickname as the 
“Taupe Age”). According to the Color Mar-
keting Group, the country’s most influential 
color forecasting organization, colors like 
Mazenta (“A new twist on magenta that 
leaps from retro right into the future”) and 
Fuschion (“An active, unisex pink that is 
both sporty and glamorous”) will be domi-
nant in 2001—which leaves beige beyond 
the pale.

Apple Computers, one of the most obvious 
progenitors of the consumption-as-rebel-
lion method of advertising, is now in the 
position of distancing itself from decades  
of cranking out what tech aficionados  
disparagingly term “beige toasters.” These 
days, Apple heralds each season with  
a splashy introduction of new colors for  
its lollipop-reminiscent iMac. An inter- 
view with iMac designer Jonathan Ive on 
Apple’s website even bears a headline  
that reads “Sorry, no beige”—thus shift-
ing blame from the company to the color. 
(Interestingly, when German designer  
Hartmut Esslinger first created the orig- 
inal Macintosh in 1984, the company lov-
ingly referred to the beige box as “Snow 
White.”)

Of course to every revolution there is a 
counter-revolution, and recent years have 
seen a return of low-key colors in fash-
ion. But far from representing suburban 
normality or old-school comfort, high- 
style beige is all sharp tongue and urban 
angularity. “Beige is like the martini of  
color,” says New York-based club organizer 
Erich Conrad in a 1997 Esquire article called 
“Ecru Brut.” “It’s quiet but toxic.”
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There is certainly some evidence to the 
contrary. Those frenetic jitterbugging com-
mercials for Gap Khakis seem to reposition 
beige as the methamphetamine of color. 
But whatever your poison, too much of 
either might land you in the infirmary. And 
according to Sir Elton John—who knows 
a thing or two about substance abuse and 
sartorial extravagance—beige is one color 
that should be kept in the clinic. At a VH-1 
Fashion Awards show a few years ago, John 
spoke out against “boutiques looking like 
hospitals, selling a lot of beige suits.”

Evil. Toxic. Hospital-like. Could these 
terms really apply to a hue that Webster’s 
describes as “the color of undyed wool?” 
Could the wolf really be dressed in sheep’s 
clothing?A quick numerological evaluation 
of color chip 468C in Pantone’s ubiquitous 
matching system reveals an astounding 
answer. Adding the color’s three numbers 
amounts to the number 18. And we all know 
that the number 18 results when you com-
bine 6 + 6 + 6.

1 See www.geocities.com/Paris/9386/.
2 Thomas Frank, The Conquest of Cool: Business  
Culture, Counterculture, and the Rise of Hip  
Consumerism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1997), p. 4.
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Love machines: unwinding the 
technology of the Scopitone
David Serlin

Last summer, I spent a warm evening at a 
rooftop party in Park Slope, Brooklyn, drink-
ing beer and watching Scopitones, three-
minute promotional films from the early 
1960s, today regarded as precursors to the 
modern music video. On the tar-covered 
roof of a former boarding house, an audi-
ence of appreciative twenty-somethings 
and nostalgic baby boomers gathered to 
watch a single reel of perhaps 25 collected 
Scoptiones, which were shown on the 
white sidewall of a rowhouse through an 
ancient, metallic blue, school board-issue 
16-millimeter projector. Gulping down what 
seemed like gallons of black celluloid stock, 
the projector hummed with a reassuring 
clarity while broadcasting these stylized, 
deeply saturated Technicolor films rep-
resenting a lost Atlantis of postwar youth 
culture, one full generation before the birth 
of MTV.

In recent years, Scopitones have acquired 
a certain cult status, providing inspiration 
for film festivals in the US, Europe, and 

Japan as well as the corporate corridors of 
Madison Avenue. One could easily spot, for 
example, the influence of Scopitones’ end-
less configurations of dance party choreog-
raphy on 1998’s crop of advertisements for 
Gap khakis by graphic artist and video direc-
tor Mike Mills. A smorgasbord of moody 
ballads, long-lost dance crazes, and less-
than-one-hit wonders, the Scopitone parade 
includes everything from French pop diva 
Françoise Hardy’s “Tous Les Garçons et Les 
Filles,” filmed between Ferris wheel cars 
and girls’ petticoats at a Parisian street car-
nival, to George Mc-Kelvey’s “My Teenage 
Fallout Queen,” an unfunny folk protest par-
ody dedicated to suburban radiation night-
mares; to Joi Lansing’s “The Web of Love,” 
a camp spectacular involving witch doctors, 
human-sized spider webs, and a surfeit of 
impossibly large breasts.

Scopitones are a cinema buff’s wet cellu-
loid dream. According to the Society for the 
Restoration and Preservation of Scopitone 
Jukeboxes and Films in Daly City, California, 
French and US record companies produced 
more than 700 Scopitones between 1960 
and 1967. Collectors and unsuspecting 
junk dealers regularly uncover lost or rare 
examples of the genre from industrial ware-
houses and suburban garages alike. In addi-
tion, the high camp, soft-porn dimensions 
of Scopitones—referenced even by Susan 
Sontag in her seminal 1964 essay “Notes on 
Camp”—have made them mandatory view-
ing amongst connoisseurs of early 1960s 
mass-market kitsch and mavens of that 
era’s amateur erotica, porn, and sexploita-
tion films. Yet for all the æsthetic pleasure 
that Scopitone images ultimately provide, 
watching them as 16-millimeter projections 
or as VHS videos gives them a partially ele-
vated cinematic shape, one that is, in fact, 
quite removed from the films’ more popular 
and low-brow origins.

The term “Scopitone” itself refers not to the 
films but to the machines on which the films 
were first introduced to the viewing public. 
Scopitone players, bulky forerunners of the 
video jukebox, were mechanical, coin-oper-
ated vending machines outfitted with 30” 
viewing screens and internal mech-anisms 
that delivered a selection of short 16-milli-
meter films on demand. To a certain degree, 
then, the critical fixation on Scopitones’ cin-
ematic qualities obscures the more complex 
technological legacy that lurks beneath the 
groovy music and white go-go boots.

In the late 1940s a cadre of French film 
enthusiasts gained access to a huge sur-
plus of 16-millimeter film cameras used 
for high-altitude reconnaissance missions. 
While they had already developed a way 
to convert these surplus cameras into film 
projectors, it was not until the late 1950s 

that they configured the projector housings 
to accom-modate a programmable, rotating 
carousel that could hold a vertical stack of 
up to 36 short films. By 1960, the group had 
perfected their product and sold their design 
through a newly-organized company, CAM-
CA—an acronym for the baroque-sounding 
Compagnie d’Applications Mecaniques a 
L’Electronique au Cinema et a l’Atomistique. 
They named their inventions “Scopitones.” 
In 1964, CAMCA sold North American dis-
tribution rights to a Chicago-based billboard 
company, Tel-A-Sign, which specialized 
in building customized neon signage for 
restaurants and bowling alleys. The suc-
cess of vending machine technology in the 
United States combined with the popularity 
of consumer video electronics was enough 
to convince distributors of coin-operated 
machines to add Scopitones to their sales 
list. The large-format plastic cabinets and 
view screens, a sure sell, seemed positively 
visionary, the enviable products of a space-
age culture lulled into soporific succor by 
the push-button ease of passive entertain-
ment.

The meteoric rise and spectacular fall of Tel-
A-Sign—a company that made and lost mil-
lions in less than a decade—and film produc-
tion companies such as Debbie Reynolds’s 
Harmanee, the source of most great domes-
tic Scopitones, has been charted in a 1999 
essay by film historian Jack Stevenson. In 
“The Jukebox that Ate the Cocktail Lounge: 
The Story of Scopitone”,1 Stevenson tells 
the Scopitone story as a uniquely American, 
fallen corporate fantasia involving Miami 
Beach lawyers, Senate investigations into 
mob activity, and the indignant wrath of the 
fundamentalist Christian right. By 1965, Tel-
A-Sign’s most triumphant year, thousands 
of Scopitone machines installed through-
out the United States showed off scores of 
new promotional films that were made by 
industry-owned production companies and 
shipped out like cases of Harvey’s Bristol 
Cream by vast networks of film distributors. 
By 1969, however, pending lawsuits against 
and bankruptcy applications by Tel-A-Sign 
had destroyed the domestic Scopitone 
empire. The machines became forgotten 
relics of niche-marketed consumer technol-
ogy, even though the production of music 
films by record companies did not abate 
until the early 1970s. The Beatles’ promo-
tional video for “Hello Goodbye,” to name 
but one example, was filmed on 10 Novem-
ber 1967, the same day that I was born.

Although the Scopitone’s mystique as an 
icon of popular entertainment was fading 
by the end of the 1960s, within a few years 
a large proportion of the original CAMCA 
projection mechanisms inside Scopitone 
players were reassembled for alterna-
tive ideological uses. In the United States,  
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