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WHITE SPACES

KATHLEEN CONNELLAN

Abstract

This paper brings white as a colour in de-
signed interiors and whiteness in race
together. The ‘invisible’, unacknow-
ledged prevalence of whiteness in race
is aligned with the silent yet pervasive
ubiquity of white in architectural space.
The paper asserts that both are privi-
leged, that is the colour of the paint and
epidermal whiteness. White walls, white
surfaces and white expanses are de-
signed fto place all other colours info
sharp confrast. The smoothness of these
white surfaces also shows up texture and
variation; the sameness of white in de-
sign is positioned as a basis for designed
interiors. White in this sense becomes the
one upright against which all else is pe-
ripheral and as such the paper argues
that it has an elite status. This status is
more often than not evidence in the alll
white interiors of expensive architectural
spaces. The paper also argues that
white as a colour is problematically con-
flated with light and its associated my-
thologies of goodness and cleanliness. In
this way white as a colour is the insignia
of white wealth and ostensible superior-
ity. Specific architectural spaces are de-
scribed and analysed in relation to white
race privilege.

Introduction

What is it about this colour white? It per-
vades and invades interior spaces, cov-
ers and clothes bodies and seeps both
info and onto numerous products in in-
habited spaces. Have you ever heard or
been part of a conversation that goes
something like this: Q: ‘What colour are
you going fo use'2 A: ‘Oh, | am not go-

ing to use any colour, | just want to keep
it white and simple.’

‘I just want to keep it white and simple.’
The assertion is that white is not speci-
fied, it is there but not there. Having re-
searched modernist design over the
past decade and located that research
within the context of the home, | am
continually reminded that not only was
modernist design supposedly ‘simple’ i.e.
modular, standardised and geometric
without ‘unnecessary’ embellishment,
but it was also predominantly ‘white’.
Mark Wigley makes this point in his book
White walls, Designer dresses: the fash-
joning of modern architecture, a text
that addresses the silence surrounding
white as a ubiquitous choice for exteri-
ors, and more specifically interiors, in
modernist architectural and design the-
ory literature (Wigley 1995: xiv).

My interest now is to pursue the contin-
ued dominance of white in a socially
designed postmodern world. Postmod-
ernity, in design terms, is a celebration of
colour and a liberation of the palette in
a design era that is ostensibly free from
the dogma of totalitarian modernist de-
sign orthodoxy. Indeed contemporary
design has been posited as a departure
from the constraints of the monochrome
or the pure primary and the grid. Robert
Venturi's scathing criticism of modernist
architecture called for a ‘messy vitality’
over an ‘obvious unity’ (1994: 53). Given
the current rejection of modernist design
principles, why is there still so much white
in infterior architecture and contemp-
orary designe Who is responsible for this
whiteness and what does it signify? Do
the white interiors have any connection
with whiteness in race? To put it another
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way, is the continued use of white in cer-
tain exclusive or ‘expensive’ interiors an
extension of white hegemony in particu-
lar societies?

Methodology

The paper will attempt to arrive at possi-
ble answers and will begin by providing
detailed and objective visual descrip-
tions of photographed and advertised
spaces/forms in contemporary Australia.
The visual descriptions attempt fo recre-
ate the visual space so that the image
can be pictured in the mind of the
reader and it is hoped that they present
as objective data. A formal and contex-
tual analysis of the pictorial examples will
follow the descriptions. This analytical
design methodology will combine with a
hermeneutic approach that incorpo-
rates whiteness theories.

Criteria used for selecting the examples
is based upon my observation of white
spaces in buildings that are designed by
architects and which  probably hold
some sort of prestige, status or position.
As a result some of the interiors des-
cribed below come out of a typical ex-
ample of an interior architecture magao-
zine and others are taken from my own
photographic survey.

Visual descriptions

Example 1.

Six white lights hang from a high ceiling
on several thin white cords; all have ver-
tical undulating cylindrical and repeti-
tive curves. From the photograph they
look like thin paper or fabric folded in
rounded tubular formations. The ceiling
above is blurred info a shadowed grey
extending down the wall. The room ap-
pears spacious and the photographed
view shows a large single articulated
white leather sofa that has adjustable
back rests and other flexible features

that include changing its orientation. The
entire piece rests on slim polished steel
legs. A dark suited young man stands in
shadow on the exireme left with one
hand casually in his pocket and a wine
glass in the other hand as he talks to a
seated young woman in a backless
knee-length cocktail dress of sheer pale
green and pink and high strapped san-
dals. She is twisted around to address
the young man, thus exposing an ex-
panse of her pale white back to the
viewer. On the other end of the sofa
another young woman in knee-length
cocktail dress and stiletto sandals, sits
listening to a standing couple: a man in
a dark closed suit and a woman in a
thigh length dress and heels. All five
people are white and all hold wine
glasses. There is a plain rectangular
screen some distance behind the sofa
that provides a backdrop for the inftri-
cate geometric criss-crosses of a round
monochrome string floor sculpture. The
colours of the photograph are predomi-
nantly greys against brilliant whites. The
floor gleams with reflections and is con-
trasted by a red and cream oriental
woven carpet in the bottom foreground.
Highlights are captured from the hang-
ing lamps upon white leather, white skin
and shiny floor. Below the image is a
caption printed in narrow grey-blue sans
serif capitals. It reads: ‘Some saw a
cloud ... we saw a light'.

Example 2.

The photograph is taken from a corner
of the outside balcony of an apartment
and shows the grey granite floor files,
uninterrupted by outside furniture as
they meet the balcony wall of varying
white diagonals and horizontals on the
right edge of the picture. On the left
and taking up most of the picture space
is the interior of the lounge room of an
inner city apartment as viewed through
the large rectangular balcony window.
The room reveals a section of a smooth
white sofa arrangement that has a wide
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extended section the size of a double
bed. The back rest and cushions are all
white. A white shawl is draped neatly
over the double bed section. A pale
slab of wood sits on narrow steel legs
serving as a coffee table, which is posi-
tioned upon a thick piled white rug on
the surrounding pale yellow wooden
floating floor boards. The ceiling and
walls are white expanses that meet
each other without the punctuation of
cornices. The main wall on view in the
photograph is decorated with a single
unframed image of a pale yellow
sphere, which blurs out if its orbit into a
white painted background. The other
wall some distance behind the sofa has
a ledge or table (also pale wood) with
white ceramic vessels displayed upon it.
The only things that are not white or pale
yellow in the picture include a small
green arrangement in a low glass bowl
on the coffee table and a large stand-
ing mortar. There is also a small sec-
tioned view of a dark brick warehouse-
style neighbouring building. The picture
is also made up on light reflections from
the many long architectural lines. There
are no people in the space. A heading
printed below the image in yellow slab
sans-serif reads: ‘Inner-city Metamorpho-

sis’.

Example 3.

Looking down from a high mezzanine or
bridge, the image takes in a large area
of a school building and yard. The left
foreground reaches into the middle and
background by way of a long white
concrete bridge with vertical grey rail-
ings. This flat high white painted con-
crete expanse is photographed in full
sunlight. Tall, repeated pillars of similarly
slabbed concrete form a colonnade
from the ground level up to the very top.
Below on the unshaded hard white tiles,
sit and stand informal groups of children.
The white of the architecture is con-
frasted by deep shadows caused by the
bright light and hard angles of the archi-

tecture. The top area of the picture is a
total contrast to the school because it
shows the surrounding cottage street
architecture and some of the skyline of
the city. The top level of the school has a
roof garden that is filled with green foli-
age in planter pots that are angled into
the architecture. Some of the school
children are seated up there but they
blend into the foliage and background
street scene unlike the stark contrast of
the dark uniformed shapes in the court-
yard below.

Example 4.

A section of a hospital foyer is photo-
graphed showing a wide staircase with
one banister side support in clear per-
spex with a steel riveted rail and the
other side in sheer white painted con-
crete, each with a stainless steel rail,
steps up to a mezzanine level of white
walls that are hung with identically sized
paintings in rows. The under section of
the staircase as it rises up to the top level
is seen from below (the vantage point of
the photograph) as a solid white sculp-
tured object suspended in the open well
of space from the ground floor foyer up
to the top level. The photograph fea-
tures the staircase with its combination
of simple but large forms.

Example 5.

The room is a long rectangle that glasses
onto a green garden at the end and
side. It is a kifchen and living area in one
long sweep. The white ceilings move
down without cornices into white walls
on the one side and then equally seam-
lessly the expanse of white moves on to
long white floor cabinets that are clear
of utensils. The surfaces of the cabinets
against the wall have one stainless steel
sink that looks pale and white because
of the reflected sunlight from the oppo-
site picture window strip. This length of
white is contfinuous except for a short
dark section of the stainless steel stove
that is flush with the cabinets. In parallel
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placement to the wall cabinets is a wide
white rectangular island that stretches
straight down to the far glassed end,
which accommodates neat book-
shelves, sofas and a postmodern rendi-
tion of Le Corbusier's chaise longue.! This
island has a decorative display of over-
sized ostrich egg forms in a rectangular
container at the far end but besides this
one piece the surface is clear. The pho-
tograph has no human inhabitants. Col-
ours that contrast or merge out of the
white dominance are the pale browns
of the floor, wooden window beams
and the abundant greens from the out-
side garden.

Example 6.

This is a photograph from a series taken
by the author of the new Adelaide air-
port. The floors, walls and ceilings of the
enclosure are all white as one walks
away from the check-in counters to-
wards the exit. The rows of frolleys offer
no confrast fo the top to bottom white
expanse because they reflect the bright
white lighting upon their chrome sur-
faces. This large open area designed for
crowds and queuing does not have
shops or vending machines and ap-
pears as a totality of whiteness.

Example 7.

The ground floor of a Melbourne busi-
ness’ premises in the central business dis-
trict was photographed at night with
street lights shining upon the huge white
three dimensional numbers of 121. The
interior foyer is clearly visible through the
glass wall frontage, with a deep space
of white files and chrome.

Example 8.

A white boardroom table and white
chairs from the new Kaurna Building of
the South Australian School of Art and is
an example of furnishings chosen by the
architects who designed the building,
which was completed in 2005. The large
tapering oval table with its twenty com-

pletely white matching chairs takes up
most of the space in a double glass
sided meeting room.

Analysis and Relation to
Whiteness Theory

The above examples of a lighting adver-
tisement, an apartment lounge room, a
school, a hospital foyer, a suburban
kitchen/dining/living area, an airport, a
business premises and boardroom have
other things in common besides the
dominance of the colour white. Most
give the impression of spaciousness by
means of extended parallel architec-
tural lines and surfaces. Most also give
the impression of luxury with gleaming
chrome, steel and large glass window-
walls. These elements are without excep-
tion represented as uncluttered and free
of busy ornamentation. The white sur-
faces and forms in the examples are
shown to have large dimensions,
whether in length, breadth or height. The
surfaces conform to a sharp geometric
alignment or angularity that also em-
phasise space by means of deep linear
perspective or a horizontality that
stretches out of the picture plane. The
colour white is represented in a brilliant
hard light thus making all other pale
tones even fainter and causing them to
blend into the white painted surface
and the space of the picture. This ac-
centuation of whiteness results in any
contfrast of dark or varied surfaces as
being stark and obvious. Sara Ahmed
writes:

Whiteness is only invisible for those who
inhabit it. For those who don't, it is hard
not to see whiteness; it even seems eve-
rywhere. Seeing whiteness is about living
its effects, as effects that allow white
bodies to extend into spaces that have
already taken their shape, spaces in
which black bodies stand out, stand
apart, unless they pass, which means
passing through space by passing as
white (Ahmed 2004: 1).
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Ahmed is referring to black people as
showing up in an environment that is not
only populated by the physicality of
white people but also dominated by
white privilege. | am saying that this is
exacerbated by the use of the colour
white in designs that are associated with
status and elitism in a white society that
applauds material success. The white
people in the white space discussed
above blend in by revealing long white
limbs and pale dresses in the lighting
advertisement, whereas the dark suited
men are suffused intfo shadows. In other
examples that contain people such as
the school and the airport, the dark
shade of the people’s clothes contrast
against the white expanses of the archi-
tecture.

While hospital-white is something that
people have come to expect over time
on account of the practicalities of show-
ing up dirt so that it can be cleaned, the
impracticalities of maintaining such a
visage of cleanliness is extended to
other interior spaces that do not require
sterility. Even in the hospital example, the
monumentalisation of the white stair-
case dominates all other colours and
forms in the space. In the other exam-
ples the wide expanses of white filed
floors and white counter and table tops
all proclaim an obsessive cleanliness.
Hygiene and neatness are middle class
domestic preoccupations and manifest
the struggle to separate the interior from
the exterior and perceived chaos of na-
ture. Mary Douglas reaffirms the Victo-
rian belief that ‘dirt is matter out of
place’, a notion that still seems to apply
in contemporary design (Douglas 1966:
36). The Melbourne business premises
discussed in example seven could
equally have been a private hospital
foyer in the sense that whiteness takes
on the colour of the idealised and sterile
corporation.

White as a colour is conflated with angu-
larity, order, cleanliness and simple de-
sign, which makes it a more encompass-
ing agent for white superiority. White de-
sign needs support to both exert and
maintain its impression of strength be-
cause it is inherently fragile, imperma-
nent and vulnerable. Wigley asserts that
white is only as strong as the thickness of
it surface, which is very thin and in con-
stant need of touching up (Wigley 1995).
The colour white cannot cope alone,
like white authority in society, it needs its
henchmen. The painting of white sur-
faces and the insurance that forms are
bold, hard and free of clutter is an effort
on the part of (white) society to reveal
anything that does not conform. For
white paint and white surface then, this
support includes the unforgiving nature
of geometric design, a design that ex-
cludes soffness or texturing associated
with humanity. Forms and people that
are not long, lean and classical attired
count as intrusions in the designed
spaces. The photographs of actual inte-
riors in the design magazine are devoid
of people. This is a device that serves to
emphasise spatial dimensions and en-
sure that surfaces are not interrupted by
any untidy design elements. This lack of
humanity was one of the main criticisms
of modernist design and indeed what
brought about its supposed demise, a
demise that heralded the mixed colours
and textures of postmodern architec-
tural design. But whiteness in design per-
sists, modernism like so many despofs,
did not die it just went away for a while
only to return with another name and
wield a disconcertingly similar rule of
law.

Then one also has to ask, if white is a
colour at allg According to Isaac New-
ton it is not. White, in Newtonian physics,
is white light. The conflation of white and
light and the assumption that white is a
non colour has been accepted in colour
theory. Colour theory, like formalism in
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art theory fell out of vogue with the os-
tensible passing of modernism. However
while postmodern art history and theory
eschewed the structural and Cartesian
aspects of modernist theory, white has
somehow remained a non colour into
the post-modern era. By remaining in
abeyance or supposedly out of mind,
white had the opportunity to gain
strength because it was not considered
a redlity. If something is not acknowl-
edged, it is assumed that it does not ex-
ist. Denial is destructive in human relo-
fionships and this must also be true in
environments designed for human be-
ings. How does one oppose, or for that
matter work with nothing? How do black
people oppose white authority if the
people who are in authority do not ad-
mit they are white or that it is their white-
ness that keeps them in positions of
powere With the use of white in design, it
is hard to imagine an opposition to light
because in this guise white seems to po-
sition itself beyond scrutiny2 The mythol-
ogy of light is linked to some religions’
belief in light as synonymous with good-
ness. Darkness in this instance is all that is
bad, the dichotomy of light and shadow
in the examples used for this article serve
to accentuate the conftrast. In this way
white is fransfigured into light in design
with all of its concomitant codes of pu-
rity, which in turn become part of the
ideology of whiteness in race.

The privileging of white light in Newto-
nian physics was contested by Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe, who asserted
that the natural world was overlooked
as credible and practical proof of colour
action (Jackson 1994: 679). As such he
considered Newton's mathematical
approach as ‘artificial’ and confined to
the intellect. This narrow Newtonian view
in Goethe's mind was a denial of ‘Truth’
because it dismissed the senses (Jackson
1994: 689). The link between white light's
relatively undisputed and yet
unacknowledged leadership in colour
theory is similar to the privileging of the

is similar to the privileging of the white,
yet unacknowledged race in social his-
tory. Rendering the apparently invisible,
visible is a significant aspect of whiteness
theory in race as both bell hooks, Rich-
ard Dyer and others in their wake have
iterated. The supposedly ethereal, insub-
stantiality of light is taken up by interior
designers and interior decorators as they
play upon western myths of divinity and
vision in a lit interior. In the examples of
lighting, kitchen and interior design, the
spatial aspects of white as possessing
qualities of boundlessness and by exten-
sion an agency with infinity is endorsed
by the serene inaccessibility in the visual
presentation of such designs. The lighting
example, which advertises hanging
lamps by well known contemporary de-
signers Michele de Lucchi and Gerhard
Reichart portrays a group of people in
the presence of whiteness. Classic ad-
vertising rhetoric builds upon the myth of
a divine epiphany by adding the cap-
tion: '‘Some saw a cloud ... we saw a
light'.

This is the world of the white cube so be-
loved of twentieth centfury modernist
architects. In Thomas McEvilly's infroduc-
tion to Brian O’Doherty’s Inside the White
Cube: the ideology of the gallery space,
he writes:

This specially segregated space is a kind
of non-space, ultra-space, or idedl
space where the surrounding matrix of
space-time is symbolically annulled. ... By
suggesting eternal ratification of a cer-
fain sensibility, the white cube suggests
the eternal ratification of the claims of
the caste or group sharing that sensibility.
... The Spectator is the attenuated and
bleached-out life of the self from which
the Eye goes forth and which, in the
meantime, does nothing else. The Eye
and the Spectator are all that is left of
someone who has ‘died’ as O’'Doherty
puts it, by entering the white cube. In re-
turn for the glimpse of ersatz eternity that
the white cube affords us — and as a to-
ken of our solidarity with the special in-
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terests of a group — we give up our hu-
manness and become the cardboard
Spectator and the disembodied Eye
(McEvilly in O'Doherty 1999: 9, 10).

McEvilly’'s above explanation can be
applied to current issues of whiteness in
critical race theory. The ‘the caste or
group’ is the white academic, profes-
sional elite or if there are black people
then it is those who pass as white by
conforming to whiteness. That gallery
space is the white world displaying its
ware and the similarities between the art
gallery and the many white interiors in
contemporary design is striking. The per-
petuation of white as a symbol of au-
thority and status in design in the con-
temporary postmodern scenario serves
to exclude both people and ideologies
that favour environmental and social
sustainability issues. Simply put, these ex-
clusions are a reiteration of the ‘chaos of
natfure’ that the Enlightenment and Vic-
torian era in design were so afraid of.
Such exclusions are especially true of
urban domestic and inner-city design.
Interior design magazine Indesign makes
the distinction between urban and rural
spaces, rendering the one ‘sleek’ and
the other ‘charming’ (Indesign 2004:
162,163). To put it bluntly, white design is
an extension of white racism where
blackness, colour, variety and ethnic
identities in person, dress and choice of
interior design, do not have a place.?
The positioning of white within the paro-
digms of western hegemony suits the
agendas of such a regime. White is not
just a colour it is a code of entry. The
clamour of white voices is prevalent in
consumer marketing and as previously
mentioned in the western paranoia with
dirt, darkness and mess.3 White utopias
are sold to people in a postmodern era
of crowds and busy lives. White is the
sought after space that is promised to
release individuals from having to cope
with anyone besides their own white
personas. The term for white that is used
in real estate rhetoric is offen ‘neutral’.

D.J.B. Young uses the heading ‘Any col-
our so long as it's white’ in an article on
properties for sale in London (2004: 11).
Young relates the way in which sellers
are encouraged to keep ‘a blank can-
vas' in the interiors so that illusions of light
encourage the buyer to enter the space
without reservations about previous
owners' identities (2004: 9). Roland Mar-
chand compares the confused reflec-
tion of the real and the ideal in the his-
tory of advertising to the zerrspiegel ‘a
distorting mirror that would enhance
certain images’' a neat way of present-
ing the conflict between desire, identity,
status and affordability (1985: xvi). Ad-
vertising fables of ideal homes and im-
ages are fodder for consumption be-
cause they represent a utopia that will
of necessity never be fulfiled thereby
ensuring eternal capitalism as opposed
to eternal life.

The reified non-space of the gallery is, as
mentioned, a parallel for the spaces
shown and discussed in this paper. White
is not neutral ‘the white wall is precisely
not blank’ and its inhabitants are invited
in only if they comprehend the lan-
guage, this is the language of a domi-
nant group which is determined to re-
main unnamed in its masked emptiness
(Wigley 1995: xiv). This emptiness is also
the visual legacy of ‘modern’ white
western power. Steve Martinot and Ja-
red Sexton put it succinctly when they
write:

White supremacy is nothing more than
what we perceive of it; there is nothing
beyond it to give it legitimacy, nothing
beneath it or outside it to give it justifica-
fion. The structure of its banality is the sur-
face on which it operates. Whatever
mythic content it pretends to claim is a
priori empty. Its secret is that it has no
depth. There is no dark corner that, once
brought to the light of reason, will un-
ravel its system (2003: 169).

The supremacy of the white space and
white surface, in its physicality, is only skin
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deep and is a cosmetic layer at that.
White paint like white skin has many
shades of pale and none are perm-
anent or constant, in fact white skin is
not really white. In order to sustain and
maintain their precarious position, white
surface and white skin have to subscribe
to costly cosmetic applications without
admitting it.

Conclusion

The paper has posed a number of ques-
fions such as: ‘Who is responsible for the
whiteness in architectural spaces, why is
there still so much white in postmodern
interiors and is there a connection be-
tween white paint and white race’?
What the paper has indicated is that we
live in a designed world of surveillance,
an environment under lights. It has been
argued that there is a direct connection
between the painting of white spaces
and the maintenance of white racial
status. The strong conflation of light and
whife in colour theory has been carried
across info design. Therefore, in the
semblance of light, whiteness continues
incognito and as such strengthens its
power base. In design theory, it does so
by pretending to be space, in crifical
race theory, whiteness strengthens itself
by ongoing group denial. The brighten-
ing and spatial enhancing qualities of
light are used to exaggerate white
spaces and white surfaces. In this way
white becomes the backdrop for identi-
fication of an Other. People who are
dark or who contrast against the combi-
natfion of bright whiteness and neatness
cause aripple in the surface order.

The white designed world has been
planned; these are not ‘spec’ buildings
but carefully and usually strategically
placed edifices in the urban structure. In
the case of domestic interiors, they are
published with proclaim in architecture
magazines. They are symbols of power

and material whiteness, testimonies to a
society controlled by a corporation.
Those responsible for an extensively
white painted environment are those
who still believe in the dated notion of
‘civilisation’, they are not only those ar-
chitects who subscribe to white elitism
but an entire web of associated profes-
sionals who live in denial of nature and
messy humanity. The interior examples
are without exception static, fixed forms.
There is no evidence of movement, not
only because there are few to no peo-
ple in the images but primarily because
of the hard inflexible architectural lines
and shapes in the white spaces repre-
sented. White is a death colour, it is the
reincarnated ghost of modernism. This
whiteness is the corporate control of so-
ciety and it carries its cold lifelessness
into the city scapes of work and life.
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Endnotes

1. Le Corbusier (Charles Eduard Jean-
neret) was a high modernist architect
who influenced a generation of archi-
tects with his white utopian ideologies of
space. The reclining sofa was originally
designed fogether with Pierre Jeanneret
and Charlotte Perriand in 1928 out of
chrome-plated steel and black cowhide
with a steel base; the chaise longue in
this picture has black and white varie-
gated leather upholstery.

2. Whiteness in sartorial style and also in
magazine ‘representations’ of fashion
and colour is foo much fo cover in this
paper and will form the content of a
forthcoming paper.

3. Darkness, blackness and the immoral-
ity of dirt is something that | have located
in the pre-Apartheid period of South Af-
rica and can be read in a chapter,
which will appear in Damien Riggs’
forthcoming book Taking up the Chal-
lenge: critical whiteness studies and in-
digenous Sovereignty, Crawford House,
Adelaide.



