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We’ve all heard the cliché about “the gift that keeps on  
giving.” Those words never rang truer for me than they did 
last Christmas, when a  friend of mine gave me a small, 
stocking-stuffer-ish gift: an old metal Scotch tape dispenser 
from 1942, scavenged at a secondhand store, its tape roll 
still intact but now hopelessly gummed up. At first glance 
it appeared to be just another eye-pleasing tchotchke given 
from one design geek to another. Upon closer inspection, 
however, it has turned out to be a veritable treasure trove of 
corporate and design history.

All artifacts are historical documents, of course, but the 
Scotch tape dispenser offers an unusually broad window on 
several historical fronts, in part because both the product 
and its manufacturer, 3M, remain staples of the consumer 
landscape today, making time-wrought changes easy to 
gauge. Let’s start with the product name itself, which is 
printed on the dispenser’s side: Scotch Cellulose Tape. This 
sounds vaguely off, because most of us would think of it 
as cellophane tape, not cellulose. But cellophane is a cel-
lulose derivative, and in 1942 it was a trademarked product 
of DuPont, which would not allow 3M to use it as part of the 
product’s name. That is also why the dispenser’s front panel 
features a little logo seal that reads: “Made of Cellophane 
[Trademark], The DuPont Cellulose Film.”

Although Scotch is a ubiquitous brand today, its familiar 
plaid design motif is absent on the dispenser. In order to 
understand why, we need to go back to the origin of the 
brand name itself. “Scotch” was born in 1925, when a 3M 
engineer named Richard Drew created a form of masking 
tape that he envisioned being used by auto painters. But his 
two-inch-wide tape had adhesive only at the outer edges, 
not in the middle, much to the frustration of a local painter 
who tried one of Drew’s prototype rolls. As the tape kept 
falling off the surfaces to which it had been applied, the 
exasperated painter told Drew, “Take this tape back to those 
Scotch bosses of yours and tell them to put more adhesive 
on it!” In this context, “Scotch” was an ethnic slur connot-
ing stinginess—an unlikely source for a brand name, but one 
that served 3M well during the Depression, when Scotch 
tape became a symbol of thrift and do-it-yourself mending. 
This helps explain the brand’s rather austere blue-and-white 
design visage during its first two decades of existence. The 
more playful plaid motif appeared in 1945, as national opti-
mism surged in the wake of WWII.

On the other side of the dispenser, in block letters, is the 
manufacturer’s name: Minnesota Mining & Mfg. Co. Many 
of us have forgotten—indeed, if we ever knew—that these 
words are the source of 3M’s three ems. Indeed, 3M has 
become so synonymous with high-tech polymer innovation 
that a hardscrabble activity like mining seems hopelessly 
old-economy by comparison. But in fact the firm was found-
ed in 1902 by a group of Minnesota investors who planned 
to mine a mineral deposit for grinding wheel abrasives. 
The abbreviation “3M”—not quite an acronym, more like a 
ligature—entered the corporate lexicon soon enough, but 
old-timers in the Twin Cities region still refer to the company 
as “Mining” (as in “Oh sure, I used to work for Mining”). 
Those looking for present-day manifestations of the compa-
ny’s old name will be pleased to learn that 3M’s stock-ticker 
symbol is MMM, and that its Internet domain name is mmm.
com.

3M’s nomenclatorial transition from unwieldy 15- 
syllable name to two-character symbol was already under  
way in the early 1940s, as is evident in the company’s old 
logo, which is printed on both sides of the tape dispenser. 

The spelled-out name and “3M Co.” both appear on 

the logo, a busy jumble of typography and geometry. That 
logo design is a variation on one that first appeared in 1906; 
its basic diamond-within-a-circle template remained 3M’s 
visual signature until 1950, when the first of several revi-
sions took place. Each subsequent logo facelift has moved 
toward simplicity, culminating—for now, at least—in the 
current 3M logotype, whose simple sans serif typography 
was designed by the New York firm Siegel & Gale in 1977.

Tucked into the dispenser is a small instruction sheet. 
Imaginatively entitled “How and Where to Use Scotch  
Cellulose Tape,” it uses a series of captioned illustrations to 
explain the product’s function. Repeated mention is made of 
the dispenser’s “sawtooth edge”: One caption instructs  
the consumer to “pick up tape between roll and sawtooth 
edge”; another helpfully tells the user to “pull desired length 
[of tape] and tear down against sawtooth edge.” While all 
this may seem superfluous today, it’s worth remembering 
that the first tape dispenser with a built-in cutter blade didn’t 
appear until 1932, and the design patent for this one (one of 
many patents listed by number on the dispenser’s bottom 
panel and, like all American patents, accessible at the United 
States Patent and Trademark Office’s website, www.uspto.
gov) wasn’t filed until 1939. So 3M’s decision to leave noth-
ing to chance may well have been warranted.

As it happens, the whole thing will soon come full circle, 
because the instruction sheet is all tattered and crinkled and 
looks like it’s about to fall apart. At which point I will reach 
across my desk, deploy a certain sawtooth edge, and patch 
the sheet back together with some fresh Scotch tape. 

colors / saFety orange
Tim Griffin

These are the days of disappearing winters, and of anthrax 
spores whose origin remains unknown, or unrevealed.  
Concrete phenomena float on abstract winds, seeming 
like mere signatures of dynamics that supercede immedi-
ate perception. The world is a living place of literature, 
interstitial, eclipsing objects with the sensibility of informa-
tion, and experience floating on the surface of lexicons. 
Everything is so characterless and abstract as the weather: 
Wars are engaged without front lines, and weapons oper-
ate according to postindustrial logic, intended to destabilize 
economies or render large areas uninhabitable by the  
detonation of homemade “dirty bombs” that annihilate  
culture but do little damage to hard, architectural space. 
Radical thought is also displaced, as the military, not the 
academy, offers the greatest collective of theorists today; all 
possibilities are considered by its think tanks, without skep-
ticism or humanist pretensions, and all nations are potential 
targets. Ordinary health risks described in the popular press 
are totally relational, regularly enmeshing microwaves and 
genetic codes; the fate of ice caps belongs to carbon. Every-
thing is a synthetic realism. Everything belongs to safety 
orange.

It is a gaseous color: fluid, invisible, capable of mov-
ing out of those legislated topographies that have been 
traditionally fenced off from nature to provide significant 
nuances for daily living. Perhaps it is a perfume: an optical 
Chanel No. 5 for the turn of the millennium, imbuing our 
bodies with its diffuse form. (Chanel was the first abstract 
perfume, as it was completely chemical and not based on 
any flower; appropriately, it arrived on the scene at roughly 
the same time as Cubism.) The blind aura of safety orange 
has entered everyday living space. One pure distillation 
appears in the logo for Home Depot, which posits one’s 
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most intimate sphere, the household, as a site that is under 
perpetual construction, re-organization, and improvement. 
The home becomes unnatural, industrial, singed with toxic 
energy. Microsoft also uses the color for its lettering,  
conjuring its associative power to suggest that a scientific 
future is always here around us, but may be fruitfully  
harnessed (Your home computer is a nuclear reactor).

Such associative leaps are not unique. In postindustrial 
capitalism, experience is often codified in color. During the 
economic surge of the past decade, corporations recog-
nized and implemented on a grand scale what newspapers 
documented only after the onset of the recession: that  
colors function like drugs. Tunneled through the optic 
nerve, they generate specific biochemical reactions and 
so determine moods in psychotropic fashion; they create 
emotional experiences that lend themselves to projections 
upon the world, transforming the act of living into lifestyle. 
Something so intangible as emotion, in turn, assumes a 
kind of property value as it becomes intimately maneuvered 
by, and then associated with, products. (One business 
manual recently went so far as to suggest that “consumers 
are our products.”)

The iMac, to take one artifact of the 1990s, was  
introduced to the general public in a blue that was more 
than blue: Bondi Blue, which obtained the emotional heat 
accorded to the aquatic tones of a cosmopolitan beach 
in Australia, for which the color is named. Similarly, the 
iMac’s clear sheath is neither clear nor white—it is Ice. 
(Synesthesia reigns in capitalism; postindustrial exchange 
value depends on the creation of ephemeral worlds and 
auras within which to house products. And so, as colors 
perform psychotropic functions, total, if virtual, realities 
are located within single, monochromatic optical fields. 
Control of bodies, the original role designated for safety 
orange, is set aside for access to minds, which adopt the 
logic of addiction.) In fact, the 1990s boom might be use-
fully read through two specific television commercials that 
were geared to hues: It began with the iMac’s introduc-
tion in blue, orange, green and gray models, in a spot that 
was accompanied by the Rolling Stones lyric “She comes 
in colors.” Later, against the backdrop of 2001’s dot-com 
wasteland, Target released an advertisement featuring 
shoppers moving through a hyper-saturated, blood-red,  
vacuum-sealed field of repeating corporate logos—colors 
and brands were by then entirely deterritorialized, lifted 
from objects and displaced onto architecture—to the sound 
of Devo’s post-punk, tongue-in-cheek number “It’s a  
Beautiful World.” 

Devo often wore jumpsuits of safety orange, which 
was, at the time, the color of nuclear power plants and  
biohazards—a color created to oppose nature, something 
never to be confused with it. It is the color of information, 
bureaucracy, and toxicity. Variations of orange have often 
played this role. Ancient Chinese bookmakers, for example, 
printed the edges of paper with an orange mineral to save 
their books from silverfish. 

Times change. In 1981, the Day-Glo connoisseur Peter 
Halley suggested that New Wave bands like Devo were 
“rejecting the cloddish substance of traditional humanistic 
values,” comparing their work to that of the Minimalists.  
(All colors are minimal.) Yet the course of Devo has been 
the course of culture: the band’s rejection of humanistic 
values has become more abstract and expansive, and 
enmeshed in cultural tissue. Their music moved away from 
the specialized artistic realm of electro-synth composers 
like Robert Fripp and Brian Eno (who produced the band’s 
first music in a German studio at the behest of David 
Bowie) and into the world. First, it appeared for the mass 
audiences of the television show Pee-wee’s Playhouse, 
for whom the band wrote music. More recently, its band 

members have written music to accompany Univer-
sal Studio’s Jurassic Park ride and, most recently, 

Purina Cat Chow commercials. Their anti-humanism no 
longer approaches culture from any critical remove; there is 
no synthetic outside from which to unveil the bureaucratic, 
unnatural structures of a social façade that presents itself 
as entirely natural. We have entered an era of synthetic 
realism.

Devo is hardly alone in this kind of abstract migration. 
Vito Acconci has recounted a similar shift in his subjectivi-
ty, which may be traced in his shifting modes of production 
from poetry and sculpture to architecture and, finally, 
design—where his work is intended to disappear into the 
world. His changing taste in music is more to the point.  
He started in the 1960s by listening to the long, introspec-
tive passages of Van Morrison, then moved to the public 
speakers of punk in the 1970s. Today, he prefers Tricky, 
in whose music “it is impossible to tell where the human 
being ends and where the machine begins.” Individuals, 
in other words, have given way to engineers. Music by a 
composer like Moby has no signature sound or style; art by 
a painter like Gerhard Richter similarly leaps from genre to 
genre. Subjectivity itself is encoded for Napster. And safety 
orange, the color of this synthetic reality, becomes culture’s 
new heart of darkness.

ingestion / how to cook a phoenix
allen S. WeiSS

Angels must be very good to eat. I would imagine they are very 
tender, between chicken and fish.
— Peter Kubelka

Every art form is a matrix of synaesthesia. Each art informs 
all others. Every sentence, every allusion, every word acti-
vates a different complex of sensations. These evidences 
should not be lost on our daily pleasures. As a translator, 
one is perpetually caught in the dilemmas that stem from 
these complexities. For example, one quandary I encoun-
tered was in Valère Novarina’s Le discours aux animaux, 
which ends with the sentence, “One day I played the horn 
like this all alone in a splendid woods, and the birds were 
becalmed at my feet when I named them one by one with 
their names two by two,” followed by a list of 1,111 imagi-
nary birds, beginning with:

 la limnote, la fuge, l’hypille, le ventisque, le lure, le fig-
ile, le lépandre, la galoupe, l’ancret, le furiste, le narcile, 
l’aulique, la gymnestre, la louse, le drangle, le ginel, le 
sémelique, le lipode, l’hippiandre, le plaisant, la cadmée, la 
fuyau, la gruge, l’étran, le plaquin, le dramet, le vocifère, le 
lèpse, l’useau, la grenette, le galéate…1

Needless to say, it would be impossible to translate such 
names, and transliteration would hardly be satisfying, as  
it would be but sheer linguistic play. Rather, the challenge  
is to recreate the very conditions of such idiosyncratic  
naming, to imitate not Novarina’s words, but his poetic 
methods; to designate as language itself designates; to  
be a demiurge unto one’s own speech. In the ornithological 
context, most names are in some part descriptive, referring 
either to a bird’s relation to its habitat, to its physical  
aspect, behavioral conditions, or decidedly unverifiable 
mythical analogies. I would, in all modesty, propose  
the following English parallels (if not, strictly speaking, 
translations):

 pimwhite, sandkill, partch, barnscrub, stiltback, goskit, 
persill, peeve, phyllist, corntail, perforant, titibit, queedle, 
jewet, phew, marshquiver, graywhip, corvee, rillard, preem, 
peterwil, cassenut, flusher, willowgyre, trillet, silverwisp, 
eidereye, wheeltail, ptyt, jeebill, wheatspit... 19




