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author’s note: a user’s guide

You can find it when you face the sun, close your eyes, and watch the colored
lines dance. Follow them, follow the heat, and you'll get there like I did, all the
way to My Cocaine Museum. Not that there wasn’t what you might call a proto-
type, a most clear and definite and beautiful prototype, spooky in its own way
too, the famous, the world-famous, the extraordinary Gold Museum itself.
Not that it needs that sort of hype. No way. For this is no vulgar carnival
sideshow. This has science behind it and a lot of soft lighting as well, not to
mention big money and something even bigger than money: the image of
money, which, as you know, was there in gold all along. And still is—as you
see when you go downtown Bogotd, Colombia, and climb to the second floor of
the Banco de la Republica off Carrera Séptima and there enter the glittering

residues of the time before time when only the Indians were here, happy, so it




seems, happy with their gold and happy with their coca too. Only later did it be-

come cocaine,

Surrounded by slums on three sides, beggars and street performers in the
park opposite, the museum provides a closed-off space, dark and solemn, in
which pre-Colombian gold artifacts are displayed in spotlit cases. Said to possess
38,500 pieces of gold work, the museum, like gold itself, is an ornament adding
dignity and art to the money-grubbing reality of the bank—not just any old
bank, of course, but the Banco de la Repiiblica, the bank of the nation-state,
same as the Federal Reserve Bank in the U.S.A.

But what, then, is an ornament?

One block away on the Carrera Séptima stands the beautiful colonial
church of San Francisco, which, like the museum, is stuffed full of gold shim-
mering in the dark. Country people and slum dwellers come and caress the
foot of one of the saints, which as a consequence glows even more than the gold
behind the altar. Hustlers working their way along the sidewalk outside are
likely to be wearing gold chains in imitation of the guys who make it big in the
drug trade. Like any book worth writing, My Cocaine Museum belongs to this
sense of the ornament as something base like the foot of a saint or a hustler
with a golden wrist, something that allows the thingness of things to glow in
the dark.

To walk through the Gold Museum is to become vaguely conscious of how
for millennia the mystery of gold has through myth and stories sustained the ba-
sis of money worldwide. But one story is missing. The museum is silent as to the
fact that for more than three centuries of Spanish occupation what the colony
stood for and depended upon was the labor of slaves from Africa in the gold
mines. Indeed, this gold, along with the silver from Mexico and Peru, was what
primed the pump of the capitalist takeoff in Europe, its primitive accumulation.
Surely this concerns the bank, its birthright, after all?

It seems so monstrously unjust, this denial, so limited and mean a vision
incapable of imagining what it was like diving for gold in the wild coastal rivers,
moving boulders with your bare hands, standing barefoot in mud and rain day
after day, so unable to even tip your hat to the brutal labor people still perform
today alongside the spirits of their parents and grandparents and of all the gener-
ations that before them had dug out the country’s wealth. It seemed such a rip-

off of my work as an anthropologist too, using anthropology and archacology to
dignify the bank with the bittersweet spoils of genocide and looting,

The Gold Museum is also silent about the fact that if it was gold that deter-
mined the political economy of the colony, it is cocaine—or rather the U.S. pro-
hibition of it—that shapes the country today. Not to talk about cocaine, not to
display it, is to continue with the same denial of reality that the museum prac-
tices in relation to slavery. Like gold, cocaine is imbued with violence and greed,
glitter that reeks of transgression, What’s more, cocaine has roots deep in pre-

history too,

Like gold, coca was of great interest to the Indians long before the arrival of
Europeans. Indeed, among the most significant objects in the Gold Museum are
its golden poporos, curvaceous containers shaped like a Coke bottle and used by
Indians to contain the lime made from burnt and crushed seashells that, added
to toasted coca leaves, facilitates the release of cocaine into the gut and blood-
stream. You insert a stick into the spout of the poporo and then withdraw it so as
to put gobs of lime in your mouth while chewing coca leaves. I say “your mouth”
but I must mean “their mouths,” plural, as with the men seated all night around
a fire, like the Indians of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, as I was informed by
Maria del Rosario Ferro just yesterday. Gathered together like this, they are dis-
cussing a communal problem—whether to allow her to stay with them, and why
the heck is she there, anyway?' When they take the end of the stick out of their
mouth and reinsert it back into the poporo, they spend several minutes rotating
the stick around the lips of the spout, making a soft suffusion of sound that
spreads like wind stirring in the forests of time. Actually, they do not so much ro-
tate the end of the stick around the lip of the spout of the poporo as they seem to
be writing in curves and dashes punctuated by little stabbings. There are maybe
as many as a hundred men doing this simultaneously, each with his own poporo

and his own woven cotton shoulder bag containing toasted coca leaves. It is dark,

1. Maria del Rosario Ferro is a young anthropologist who, in the 1990s, spent five years living with the In-
dians of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta on the coast of northern Colombia. She spent two years living
with Arahuacos and another three years with Kogis. It is she who in 2003 introduced me to the Kogi priest
Mamo Luca and to the Wiwa religious leader Ramén Gil, and told me many of the things [ relate here about
coca and gold.
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Itis loud, this softer-than-soft sound, she tells me, the sound thus magnified,

maybe like the sound of the Caribbean Sea from which the shells come as far as
this high mountain.

As T understand this phenomenon, the speed and rhythm of the jerky ro-
tating movement around the spout of the poporo, and hence of the soft suffusing
of scratching sounds, correspond to the movement of speech and thought, the
Arahuaco word for thinking being the same as breathing in the spirit (kun-
samunu). But of course these are not the squeaky-clean golden poporos we see re-
splendent in the Gold Museum in Bogotd that stand naked and exposed, bereft of
any sign of human use, let alone of any sign of this exceedingly strange crust of
coca-saturated saliva around the mouth of the poporo. Rightly, the museum is
fixated on the object, which puts an end to speaking, let alone the relation be-
tween breathing and thinking. Here, gold freezes breath no less than thought as
we gaze absentmindedly at the auratic glow, completely uninformed as to the
wonders of what these poporos might mean. Too bad.

But then would dried spittle last long in the rarefied atmosphere of a mu-
seum? A museum abhors clutter. There can be little sympathy for Walter Ben-
jamin’s enthusiasm when unpacking his library, that “from the start, the great
collector is struck by the confusion, by the scatter, in which the things of the
world are found.”? For what this scatter implies for him is its fantastic other-
worldly character, as when he says: “Every passion borders on the chaotic, but
the collector’s passion borders on the chaos of memories. More than that: the
chance, the fate, that suffuses before my eyes are conspicuously present in the
accustomed confusion of these books. To impose order on such chaos is to ren-
der tribute to chance, such that the final arrangement adds up to what he calls a
“magic encyclopedia,” which in itself serves to interpret fate, This corresponds
nicely with the Indians in the Sierra Nevada, writing their thoughts onto the
crust of dried spit around the mouth of their poporos. Something like this also
underlies William Burroughs’s attitude to the disorder we call order, as when he
notes that the chapters he is writing, of what will become Naked Lunch, “form a

mosaic with the cryptic significance of juxtaposition, like objects abandoned in a

2. Walter Benjamin, “The Collector,” in The Arcades Project, ed. Rolf Tiedemann, trans. Howard Eiland
and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), p. 211,

3. Walter Benjamin, “Unpacking My Library: A Talk about Book Collecting” (1931), in lluminations: Es-
says and Reflections, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken, 1968), p. 60.

xii

hotel drawer, a form of still life.”* And the aim of that? To make people aware of
what they already know but didn’t know they knew.*

For all its nastiness, spit is vulnerable to both time and good taste. Spit is
hardly the sort of thing—if thing it be—that would serve the needs of a bank’s
claim to culture. Spit is the very opposite of gold in Western economics, such that
it lends itself to the evacuation of equations many of us live by, those equations
connecting beauty with goodness and goodness with making sense by finding or
imposing forms on the welter of experience that is the universe. Spit is anarchic
as regards form. What other philosophy might therefore be at stake here, “just
around the corner”? A philosophy not of form but of substance and force—such
as gold, such as cocaine—transgressive substances, I call them, aswarm with all
manner of peril that may not provide much by way of stable form to the world
but certainly much by way of exuberance and perturbation. Indeed, spit did find
its Western philosopher in 1929 in Georges Bataille, who, for one of his cranky
dictionary entries in his magazine, Documents (that lasted only two years but still

manages to amaze), wrote this:

A dictionary begins when it no longer gives the meaning of words,
but their tasks. Thus formless is not only an adjective having a given
meaning, but a term that serves to bring things down in the world,
generally requiring that each thing has its form. What it designates
has no rights in any sense and gets itself squashed everywhere, like a
spider or an earthworm. In fact for academic men to be happy, the
universe would have to take shape. All of philosophy has no other
goal: it is a matter of giving a frock coat to what is, a mathematical
frock coat. On the other hand, affirming that the universe resembles
nothing and is only formless amounts to saying that the universe is

something like a spider or spit.®

4. William 5. Burroughs, letter to Allen Ginsberg from Tanger, October 2, 1955, in The Lerters of William
S. Burroughs: 1945 to 1959, ed. Olivier Harris (London: Picador, 1993), p. 289.

5. Robert A. Sobieszek, Ports of Entry: William S. Burroughs and the Arts (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County
Museum of Art and Thames and Hudson, 1996), p. 118,

6. Georges Bataille, “Informe,” Documents 7 (December 1929): 384; translated by Alan Stoek] as “Form-
less,” in Georges Bataille, Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 19271939 (Minneapolis: University of Min-
nesota Press, 1985), p. 31. A fabulous exploration of Bataille’s spider-and-spit theme is Formless: A User’s
Guide, by Yves-Alain Bois and Rosalind Krauss (New York: Zone Books, 1997).
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