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color is …
by jude stewart

Green Is Luck & Misfortune, 
Preciousness & Poison

unluck &
portentous

pairings

May the unluck of the Brits be with you

Part shamrocks 
and part all that 

lush, rain-fed foliage. 
Witness the Riddle of 

the Green: On the British 
Isles, the color of life is poi-
son. Folklore blames the fair-

ies—green is their magical 
color, and human use 

provokes their ire. 
Some Brits avoid 

green more 
carefully than oth-

ers: no hunter-green 
smoking chair, no apple-

green cardigans, no bat-
tered green rain boots. But all 
fear a green wedding dress. 

As the old saying goes, 
“Wear green, ashamed 

to be seen,” possi-
bly an allusion 

to the Scottish 
tradition of pin-

ning green garters to 
an unmarried elder sis-

ter to shame her at her lit-
tle sister’s wedding. And why 
beat around the greenery? 

Some say wearing green is 
asking for death: “Wear 

green today, wear 
black tomorrow.”

The Diction-
ary of Phrase and 

Fable (1898) puts this 
coyly: “A tousle in the 

new-mown hay. To ‘give 
one a green gown’ some-
times means to go beyond the 

bounds of innocent playful-
ness.” Ladies concerned 

about your reputa-
tion, take note.

grass stains, anyone?

Race car driv-
ers raised a STOP 

sign to green cars as 
being unlucky after two 

early races ended in apoc-
ryphally green crack-ups. In 
1911 in Syracuse, N.Y., a green 

Knox Racer blew out a tire 
and plowed into the 

crowd, killing nine 
fans and injuring 

14 more. In 1920 
Gaston Chevro-

let’s green Frontenac 
speedster ended up a 

smoldering wreck at the Los 
Angeles Freeway, killing Chev-
rolet and two others. Enter the 

newsboy bawling, tonsils a-
wag, “EXTRA, EXTRA! 

Green Machines Sure 
Are Mean!”

park that green car

Wearing a green hat in China

Amid the teem-
ing throngs of Chi-

nese businessmen, 
rarely will you see one 

clutching a green hat, bowler 
or baseball cap to his head. The 
phrase “wearing a green hat” in 

Chinese sounds uncannily 
like the word for cuckold, 

so Chinese men tend 
to steer clear.

Rumors hinted 
for years that 

Napoleon’s death, 
supposedly from stom-

ach cancer, may actually 
have been due to arsenic poi-
soning. Doubts raised in 1961 

swelled to high-toned Con-
tinental intrigue in 2001, 

when tests on Napo-
leon’s hair pinged 

a l a r m i n g l y 
high arsenic lev-

els. A delicious near-
decade ensued in which 

historians swiveled a sus-
picious eye from one suspect 
to the next, attempting to fin-

ger the nefarious poisoner.
Perhaps the finest the-

ory blames the dec-
orator, along with 

evoking the suf-
focating quality of 

the Great Little Man’s 
last days. Hemmed in on 

St. Helena, a speck of land 
between Africa and South 
America, Napoleon’s stom-

ach pains galled him only 
slightly more than his 

smarmy captors 
and quack doc-

Death by decorating?
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tors. For relief, 
he passed hours 

roaming between 
a steamy bath and his 

bedroom, curtains drawn, 
the jungle-hot green interi-
ors oddly resonant with the 

tropics outside. Humidity 
begat mold, which con-

verted the “Scheele’s 
green” pigment 

in the wallpa-
per from copper 

arsenite to a gas-
eous form called tri-

methyl arsine, a vapor toxic 
enough to finish le petit caporal 
off. Sadly for the speculators, 

in 2008 a gaggle of Italian 
scientists armed with a 

nuclear reactor cut 
right through the 

romantic non-
sense and demon-

strated that, in fact, 
everyone in Napoleon’s 

day was plumb-full of arse-
nic compared to now. Stom-
ach cancer won, but a sturdy 

little Napoleon cursing fate 
in the poisonous vapors 

of his bath holds a 
certain allure.

The 6th cen-
tury B.C. philoso-

pher Confucius saw 
no less than 10 virtues 

in jade. Its bright polish 
reflects purity; its hardness, 
a sure intelligence; its angles, 

defined but not cut-
tingly sharp, are akin 

to justice. Confucius 
peered into jade’s 

milky flaws and 
saw sincerity, and 

then tapped on the 
stone to hear the pure, 

sustained tone of its music. 
He saw loyalty in its color and 
heaven in its iridescent sheen, 

grounded in an agreeable 
heaviness suggestive of 

earth. Beautiful even 
without carving 

or adornment, 
it reminded him of 

chastity, and its uni-
versally high price he 

perceived as represent-
ing truth ... all of which can be 
boiled down to the fortune-

cookie saying, common 
among Chinese, “Gold 

is valuable, jade is 
invaluable.”

Confucius says: Jade is virtuous

When the gods 
talk, it was once 

thought, they speak 
a green language. Mys-

tics, occultists and alche-
mists throughout history 
have awaited the moment 

of transformation when 
“the green language,” 

also known as the 
“language of the 

birds,” finally 
becomes intel-

ligible. Both terms 
recall the notion of 

logos, an unmediated 
stream of pure information 
straight from the heart of 

creation. Many mytho-
logical figures across a 

broad swath of Eur-
asia spoke green 

with the birds, 
from the Swedish 

king Dag the Wise 
conversing with his 

house sparrow, to the Tal-
mudic version of Solomon, 
to the French troubadours 

… even Russian Futur-
ists with their 20th-

century birdy argot 
known as Zaum. 

In a twist with 
an oddly sinis-

ter cast, the U.S. 
Defense Department 

in 1978 developed its 
very own Green Language, 
later to be known as Ada, a 

computer software code 
developed to manage 

avionics under bat-
tle conditions. 

The languages of green

Never big on 
recording supersti-

tion, the Oxford Eng-
lish Dictionary tersely 

defines green room as “a 
room in a theatre provided for 
the accommodation of actors 

… when not required on the 
stage, probably … origi-

nally painted green.” 
A thin account, 

indeed, for that 
antechamber of 

wonders, that place 
of concentrating energy, 

the great maw of the cre-
ative that spits would-be stars 
out onto the waiting palate of 

the audience, ready to savor 
winsome emotions or 

chew the scenery! 
While the major-

ity of us who 
are familiar with 

The Tonight Show will 
recall this term (a space 

where all sorts of activities 
have been said to occur), act-
ing lore is rife with theories to 

explain its origin. It’s said 
to evoke Shakespeare’s 

green—i.e., lawn or 
meadow—where 

actors strut-
ted on the grass 

below the audience 
in bleachers. Or was 

it a room filled with drip-
ping plants, whose humidity 
soothed performers’ throats? 

Blinded by limelights, actors 
may have stumbled into 

the green room to 
recover their sight, 

with slow green 
spots swimming 

before their eyes. Or, 
like starlets in emerald 

mud-masks, actors sup-
posedly let wet stage makeup 
shade from livid, wet green 

to lovely, dry pink there. 
A place of invention, of 

sprouting, in more 
ways than one.

To the Green Room with you!

In a 1777 classic 
of Persian poetry, 

“The Conference of 
the Birds,” by Farid ud-Din 

Attar, a hoopoe bird leads a 
group of other birds to enlight-
enment. Swooping across 

seven green valleys, strug-
gling to keep up, 30 of 

the birds finally alight 
in the promised 

land of Simorgh, 
a clever pun sug-

gesting both a mystical 
Sufi bird similar to a phoe-

nix and the phrase si morgh 
in Persian, “30 birds.” As they 
gaze at their own reflections 

in a lake, they see the Sufi 
moral: God is the total-

ity of existence, 30 
birds, themselves 

transfigured by 
their journey. The 

poem’s most famous 
lines are:  “Come you lost 

Atoms to your Centre draw/ 
And be the Eternal Mir-
ror that you saw:/ 

Rays that have wander’d 
into Darkness wide/ 

Return and back into 
your Sun subside”

More birds conversing greenly
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