
Clockwise, from Left: Map of The Greenpoint Oil Spill, annotated; photographs of oil rainbows, 2008. 
 
 
The Blossoms of Greenpoint 
 
Above the outer rim of the world’s largest urban oil spill I sit in my studio on a milk crate drinking 
water.  I drink a gallon of water every day from the water fountain down the hall, all my faith 
placed in the integrity of the insulation of the network of pipes that deliver New York City’s 
notoriously decent drinking water.  If you were to locate my studio on a map of the Newtown 
Creek and the surrounding industrial neighborhood of Greenpoint provided by the Environmental 
Protection Agency, you would be looking at a purple bloom surrounded by a hot pink halo that is 
the happy-colored graphic that is meant to represent the underground formation of anywhere 
between 17 and 30 million gallons of spilt, refined oil. 
 On any given rainy day, on this northernmost peninsula of Brooklyn, I descend the stairs 
from the second floor of this former factory, mount my bike, and ride down the drizzle-coated 
streets.  It is on these days I chase rainbows -- not glimmering spectrums arching overhead, but 
momentary stains found underfoot, two-dimensional ghosts that levitate on the pavement’s 
surface. It is the ubiquitous but phantasmal oil rainbow that I stop to photograph, to document as 
the evidence of accumulated accident that is the last gasp of the inertia of forward motion: 
exploration, innovation, invention, marketing, distribution, dissolution.  North of the Brooklyn-
Queens Expressway, an entire economic cycle ends here, along truck routes and crosswalks its 
residue dots the pavement, from its point of origin it is refined and distilled until optimal value and 
efficiency is achieved, packaged for transport in massive tankers and pipelines across oceans 
and continents, the civilization’s arterial system pumping the lifeblood along, only to end up 
escaped, drop by drop onto the latticework of the city streets, where in its final moment above 
ground it blooms into suspended radiant illusion.  Linear time seems to freeze for a moment, a 
mystical event horizon occurring on the asphalt canvas, and then it disperses, finds it way into a 
gutter and wanders back underground.  This is an occurrence so ordinary it goes nearly 
unnoticed, the accumulation numbing the senses.  But in Greenpoint, where the aquifer is infused 
with oil, it doesn’t stretch the imagination much to turn this landscape into opportunity, the streets 



to rivers of black crude, the rainbows to blossoms, the world’s guts turned inside out, coming up 
for air. 
 But regardless of all that verbose mental projection, the oil rainbow is merely a 
momentary confluence of natural phenomena created by the right conditions.  The blossoms only 
appear when a continuous rain has subsided and a leaking engine passes over the perfectly 
soaked pavement (usually at a stop sign, traffic signal or gas station) and the light, for optimal 
viewing, is overcast but not too dark or too bright.  They may appear as a circular dollop no bigger 
than a compact disc or they may tentacle across a huge puddle next to a blocked drain.  If the 
offending automobile is a real gusher, then I can follow the trail for blocks.  The same occurrence 
each time produces a unique result. 
 And yet the phenomena, seen or unseen, repeated a hundred billion times over every 
second of every day, become self-replicating tears in the fabric of constancy, portals that are 
entries to an imperceptible dimension, philosophical triggers, blankets acned with cigarette burns. 
These portals, set against the walls that line streets and the overstocked bodegas and the 
claustrophobic apartments above, are momentary releases from the rampaging impulses of self-
gratification and obligation. They are transmissions from across time and place that imply, like 
fingers intertwined in nervous anticipation, that particulate matter, the human circulatory system, 
the Earth’s encapsulated form, and the economic order are all of one arterial sphere, a stacked 
set of reflections, reverberating outwards. The result of accident, they are improvisational 
monuments created by blind hands, removed by a million permeations and transmutations of 
technology, that describe, with simple vivid color, the interlocking structure of human cosmology.  
A set of radiating swirls implies the expansionist impulse, the desire of humanity to leave its 
multifarious marks, from a rock turned upright to a scrawl on a wall.  Nothing deliberate could say 
as much. 
 The oil spill is that accidental shard of data, like a smashed Compact Disc or broken 
windshield, that speaks slowly and eloquently of past and present while humanity can only rapidly 
ramble over stumbling existential sentences.  And yet the optical trickery they produce is not even 
a thing, but an ethereal cocktail of natural resources and light.   By looking down instead of up, 
the oil rainbow becomes the introverted sublime, the eye-opener for the shy mind, the mimesis of 
epiphany. 
 Outside of culture and artifact, without illustration or illusion, there are things in our midst 
that illuminate the fountainheads of infrastructure, that reveal the poor welds of intersections, that 
point to the leaks in our plumbing, to the cast off luggage of our cultural needs.  If all of human 
culture is merely an artificial framework constructed for the success of the species, a framework 
that has allowed humanity to transmit vast stores of knowledge to succeeding generations so that 
the cumbersome learning of evolution may be circumvented, then why does it suddenly seem that 
those transmissions are being intercepted, put on relay, sent somewhere else?   
 For now, our notions of progression have suddenly hit a wall of feedback, where what 
was taken as given has been up-ended by the angry residue of action.  The linear conception of 
time is embroiled in entropy, the expanding fabric of the universe.  But as the time spreads itself 
thin, what pockets are emerging? All things repressed, all things pushed underground will 
emerge, boil upwards, and reveal themselves, even if no one is there to bear witness.  Resources 
may have been unearthed and the world traversed, continents may have shifted, economic 
dominance may move across borders, cultural enlightenment may have moved from desert, to 
island, to citadel, to stone city, to glass city, but it travels still.  From the northern tip of the 
epicenter of America’s artistic production, there is a mimetic signal, a high-pitched feedback 
frequency, a transmission reverberating outwards: the sound of something leaking in Brooklyn. 
 
David Kennedy Cutler 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   


