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Foreword: The Curse of Gold


Michael Taussig
January 30, 2014


It is not easy to deal with a curse as old as mankind, to keep it at arms’ length and, if possible, transform its ominous power into healing. Yet this is what Yesenia Barragan achieves—to the extent possible—in her fast-paced brilliant, and exceedingly original history of gold and its roller coastering life under contemporary capitalism. In an enviably short book, this deft writer has created a living history of the present that maintains a cliff-hanging tension connecting through gold, the pawn shops of Greece and the foreclosed homes of Detroit with African slave women in the gold mines of the Chocó in northwest Colombia. This is truly the practice of what Walter Benjamin meant by a “constellation” in which the past surfaces unexpectedly as an image in the current struggle not just for survival but for justice in today’s terrifying world in which modern slavery vies with that of the past thanks to naked exposure to the so-called free market in which the majority of humankind has been reduced to thinghood, desechadles, as they say in Colombia, meaning “throw aways” or disposable.


There are profound lessons for us in this pithy work. The first is that yes! it is possible for a very young scholar still working on her doctoral thesis at Columbia University in New York to perceive and to create for us an eye-opening history of the world—and to do so while immersed, so to speak, in the humid archives of a town sunk in the Colombian jungle. The town is Quibdó, capital of Chocó province in northwest Colombia, subject to the highest rainfall in the world as well as the burden of what used to be accessible gold gravel in its many rivers. It was that gold that led to African slavery starting in the eighteenth century and whoever visits Quibdó today cannot but feel this legacy in the stark decrepitude of its mildewed buildings, the silent vastness of the Atrato river with its massive dugout canoes, and the solitude of its gaunt cathedral on the river bank, rising as an unfinished monument to an unconquerable nature. What a contrast to the glittering gold that poured out of this sub-aqeuous world for close to three centuries, making Colombia the main gold producer of the Spanish empire. With the sky rocketing price of gold today, another form of violence saturates the region; guerrilla, mafias, and paramilitaries demanding their share.


The author is as much an ethnographic fieldworker of the pawn shops of present day Europe, especially Spain and Greece, as she is an assiduous historian culling state and church archives in Quibdó, Popayán and Bogotá. Two histories and two sets of stories collide. In Europe, gold reasserts itself amongst the poor and the ravaged middle classes today as a charmed substance saturated with personal feeling as well as with mystic valor. With shame and despair people hand over wedding rings and family heirlooms to the “cash-for-gold” stores that have sprung up like mushrooms. For many centuries gold has been squirreled away for just such a day that, however, nobody really thought would happen. Most of the time if people had any savings it went into the bank! Oh my! Didn’t they always say the bank was the safe place. Forget that shoebox under the bed. The bank was where money was safe? Every one of us had their chance to be their own little capitalist. Oh my! Gold was for old-fashioned paranoid people who liked a gold tooth in their mouth or a flashy ring. Then what happened? The banks proved the mystic hollowness of what is called “the economy,” far more mystical than millennia of myth making concerning gold. The other history connecting with this, of course, is that of the slaves producing the gold that went into that tooth and into that flashy ring and into that wedding ring that now goes to the “cash-for-gold” stores springing up like mushrooms. Yet these stores too will soon disappear, as if obeying some frightful Law of Nature as all the rings and teeth are pawned and there is no pathetic “sentimental gold” replete with family history left. Moving back and forth the author spans centuries and continents bound by the charm of gold.


What I also find remarkable is the author’s ability to write simply and clearly for everyone. There is an ethics and politics in this fact alone. We could call it “low tech intellection,” quite unlike that of most academics and historians. In other words she shows how you can be both in this world as well as writing and talking about it from afar, you can be immanent as well as transcendent, territorializing as well as de-territorializing as you work on your geopolitics.


What is more, the author instructs us in the ways of doing justice to both the local and the global. She re-winds the local history of a far away place like the Chocó with world history and with the current desperation in Greece, Spain, and the USA following the world financial collapse of 2008. This is a “method”—to use a rather abrasive term—that makes me re-think what “globalization” means and how we might address the fractious and complex ways that the local interacts with the global wreckage that is history and do so without sacrificing the local specificity which, in the final analysis, is what reality is all about—real people living real lives made epic by the play of capital—i.e. gold.


This, however, is not the only cause for wonder that this little book arouses. What is also at stake in this “history in the present” is a specifically mystical encounter with history itself. All storytelling and hence all telling of history has its quotient of mystery and entangled connections with lost time and the place of the emotions and the body in memory, even if professional historians spend a great deal of exuding denial of this and pride themselves, in this regard, on their lack of poetry and blunted sensitivity to the spirit that moves history, rarely more so than with respect to gold, that stupendously empowered symbol of beauty, value, greed, and strife, making it, ultimately, the curse of mankind—at least in humanity’s modern incarnation. Not that it was all that different in ancient worlds, except there the sanctity of gold was formalized in ritual and recognized for its connection with death, menstrual blood, and the sun, as with the Kogi Indians of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta in Colombia, not that far from the Chocó, who buried gold in the form of sacred figurines along with the dead.


Yet how strange it is, how monstrous and pathetic it is, that the famous Gold Museum in Bogotá, physically and institutionally in the heart of the Banco De La República, has nothing to say about African slavery, given that it was that slavery that made the colony so rich and that along with the silver of Potosí kick started what Karl Marx called “the primitive accumulation” necessary for the take-off of modern capitalism. What the museum does is celebrate—and fetishize—gold in relation to ancient, pre-colonial, Indians. In other words both the bank and gold find their ideological prowess in the White Man’s fantastic imagery and bizarre affect concerning ancient America—as with the alleged “shamanic origins” of Colombian goldwork lavishly displayed by the Gold Museum with its New Age archaeology along with haunting flute music.


It is this same affect which undergirds the legends, myths, and glitterance of gold, while the Black people of the Chocó and elsewhere are rendered invisible by history’s airbrush. And that is the point of the fetish, is it not, at least in Marx, that labor is absorbed into the object—in this case, gold—such that while people drop out of sight, things such as gold and capital are seen as self-empowered, hence gold’s strange vitality, let alone its curse. So there are different histories and different historians for them. There are those who blindly succumb to the fetish, and those who embrace it so as to use its powers to transform the curse—the curse of gold.


This is the sparkling achievement of Yesenia Barragan.






“Without gold nothing is possible, people are dead even while living.”


— Brahmapurāṇa







The Beginning, or An Origin Story




“Perhaps truth is a woman who has reasons for not letting us see her reasons? Perhaps her name is—to speak Greek—Baubo? Oh, those Greeks! They knew how to live. What is required for that is to stop courageously at the surface, the fold, the skin, to adore appearance, to believe in forms, tones, words, in the whole Olympus of appearance. Those Greeks were superficial—out of profundity.”


— Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science







“Since when the custom of inserting mirrors, instead of canvases, into the expensive carved frames of old paintings?”


—Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project





In the beginning, before there was light, there was the sun.


Dark, it was completely dark at first. As the sun pulled herself up out of the darkness and ascended to the black, lonely heavens, she left behind a magical yellow trail of sweat that dripped slowly down from the celestial skies onto the moist sand and rocks below. Over hours and decades and centuries, the sun’s holy sweat gathered together and hardened into the deep pockets, recesses, and rivers of the earth, searching for hiding places to bury pieces of herself. And so, GOLD, the holy sweat of the sun was born.


Soon, though, the big secret was out. People everywhere began to seek the sun’s divine sweat, and soon enough they started to shape beautiful amulets and masks to ward off the darkness from whence she came. Later, temples were erected in reverence to her. Of course, it wasn’t heaven, but it was nowhere near the second wave of darkness coming ahead.


The second darkness came and enveloped the skies. Men on horses with long, weird beards and more horses. They named it the Conquest. Maybe this is where our story should begin?


Soon, the golden temples were melted down and the sun’s sweat was hardened yet again by human hands and shaped into round coins and fancy chairs, traveling the world in scary boats, exchanged for black and brown bodies in chains and heaps of salt and spice.


Or should we begin here, on the boat and in the company of death and the divine sweat?


Hours, decades, and centuries later, after sitting still in golden clocks and necklaces and coins, long after the brutal voyages, collecting dust in the old basements of banks and jewelry boxes, the people rediscovered the protective properties of the holy sweat, as they inched closer and closer and closer to the third darkness.
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