COLOUR ZONES - EXPLANATORY DIAGRAMS, COLOUR NAMES and DESCRIPTIVE ADJECTIVES

Paul Green-Armytage

The Colour Zones system (CZ), with its sequence of three models of increasing complexity based on the structure of the Natural Colour System (NCS), provides three levels of precision for describing colours, with six zones at level one, 27 at level two and 165 at level three. The basic principles of CZ are described elsewhere. In this poster paper the three levels of CZ will be illustrated with coloured diagrams. Names will be proposed for the colours in each of the zones at levels one and two, and descriptive adjectives for the ten nuance zones at level three. Further diagrams and tables will illustrate the process of selecting the colour names and adjectives and the way in which the colour names might fit into the broad evolutionary scheme of basic colour terms.

The process of investigating colour names and their histories has been most instructive. There must once have been a time, in the distant past, when there was no concept of colour. There were just the things that people saw around them to which they gave names: flower, fruit, animal, sky, sun. The concept of colour must have arisen when people became aware that a particular aspect of the appearance of things provided useful information about their environment: Of these two otherwise similar animals, this one is poisonous; of these two otherwise similar fruits, this one is ripe to eat.

Every colour name seems to have had its origin as a name for some object or substance. So a particular flower might once have been described as looking 'like blood'. Then, with colour established as a concept, the flower might have been described as 'blood-coloured' and finally, simply, as 'blood'. This seems to have been the early history of our word 'red'. Philologist Anna Partington has traced it back to some very ancient languages. As the word migrated from one language to another it lost that part of its meaning related to blood as a substance while retaining the part related to the appearance of blood.

Many of the words we use as colour names, like orange, retain both kinds of meaning. Orange is now well established as a colour name but early dictionaries list it only as a fruit. A striking feature of orange as a colour name is that the colour meaning has become partially detached from the object. Asked to point out the best example of orange as a colour, people choose a colour that is more reddish than the colour of most oranges for sale in the supermarket. It would seem that there are distinctive colour appearances, like a vivid colour that is equally yellowish and reddish, for which it is useful to have names. Names can be taken from suitable objects like flowers, fruit and gemstones. Then, when they are established as colour names, the words can be used to refer to colours somewhat removed from the typical colours of the original objects.

Names for the six large zones of CZ at level one are those of Hering's Elementary colours: white, black, yellow, red, blue and green. At level two the zones are smaller. Those six names are retained for the smaller zones and are joined by the other five basic colour terms: orange, purple, pink, brown and grey. These all fit reasonably neatly into the CZ structure as names for zones, which leaves 16 zones to be named. Several studies have been carried out in an effort to establish which names might best fit those zones and be credible as basic colour terms of the future.

Just as the number of basic colour terms in a language has increased over time, so there are many more colour names listed in dictionaries today than there were in the past. On the assumption that dictionaries are an impartial record of current usage, no colour names have been considered that are not listed as such in current dictionaries. In order to find out what names to subject to the dictionary test it was necessary to find out what names are in general use and which come most readily to people's minds. People were asked to list as many colour names as they could think of in five minutes. Responses from 247 people produced 216 names that were listed by more than one person. This survey also provided an indication of basic colour term potential in the number of people who listed each name. The dictionaries reduced that number to 92 names from which 45 were selected as being potential names for the level two zones. Those 45 names have been subjected to further surveys. People have been asked to identify the best example of each from all the colours in the NCS atlas. They have also been asked to match names to the focal colours of the level two zones. Taken together, these studies have provided a variety of reasons for choosing some names rather than others. For some zones the choice of name is clear cut. For others, different criteria point to different names. For some zones there are two or more names with equally strong claims. For others there is no name that is really convincing. A provisional choice of names for the zones will be presented on the poster together with some of the alternatives.

For the nuance zones at level three the number of descriptive adjectives that might be suitable is comparatively small. People were asked to rank the appropriateness of adjectives to colours on a seven point scale. First results have been discouraging. Two approaches will be tested. The data are not likely to support a choice of one adjective for each zone, but a choice will be made nevertheless. It might be that students can learn to associate the range of colours in each zone with a particular adjective and might find that useful. Alternatively the data might support a system in which two adjectives in combination can pinpoint a given zone.

Data from all these studies will be displayed on the poster. If it turns out to be difficult to arrive at defendable conclusions beforehand, it might be possible to invite delegates at the Rochester congress to have the final say.
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