COLOUR ZONES - CONNECTING COLOUR ORDER AND EVERYDAY LANGUAGE

Paul Green-Armytage

The system of Colour Zones (CZ), to be described in this paper, is intended to provide a sequence of stepping stones to bridge the gap which separates the colour concepts of ordinary people from those of the specialists. There are three stepping stones. They form a sequence of three models of increasing complexity in which relationships between colours can be appreciated and in which colours are identified in terms of everyday language.

A sophisticated understanding of colour and colour relationships requires familiarity with the concept of a colour order system together with some means of describing colours with more precision than the use of single words like blue and green. When first introduced, a colour order system may be rejected by some as being irrelevant, too complicated or as a constraint on creativity. Others may see the value but lose heart in the face of perceived complexity and inadequate opportunity to convert their brief encounter into useful knowledge. Many, also, are alienated by the various letter/number coding systems used to identify colours in colour order systems. For such students it seems to be an all or nothing situation. CZ offers something in between.

A source of inspiration for CZ has been the Universal Color Language (UCL) with its six levels of precision for describing colours. CZ is similar to the UCL in that the three stepping stones, or levels, of CZ, and its use of everyday language, have their equivalent in the first three levels of the UCL. However, the structure and naming system of CZ are more simple and it has fewer colours, especially at level three. Level four of the UCL is for the colour order systems, level five allows for interpolation between the colour samples of a colour order system, and, at level six, colorimetry provides precise specification. The essential difference between a zones system and a colour order system is that a zone defines a range of similar colours grouped round a focal point or 'centroid colour', while a colour order system has single points to represent single colours. In a zones system a centroid colour acts as a reference point for all the other colours in the zone. A zones system, by definition, can not be absolutely precise. Its degree of precision is determined by the number of zones; the more zones the smaller the range of colours in each zone and the greater the precision.

The structure which supports CZ is that of the Natural Colour System (NCS). Like the NCS, CZ is based on the six Elementary Colours proposed by Ewald Hering as the basis of colour vision, and these are the focal points for the six zones at level one. A key to developing CZ beyond six zones was an idea put forward by Anders Hård. He has suggested that, just as there is something special about the Elementary Colours, there is also something special about the colours exactly in between, colours like an orange that is equally yellowish and reddish and a pink that is equally reddish and whitish. The in-between colours together with the Elementary Colours are the focal points for the 27 zones at level two. Following the same principle of adding new focal points midway between existing ones, level three has been established with 165 zones.

Colour names are used to identify colours at levels one and two. At level three a distinction is made between a colour's hue and its nuance. There are five neutral zones with their focal points of white, pale grey, mid grey, dark grey and black. There are 16 hue zones identified as the yellow zone, the yellow-orange zone, the orange zone etc. For each hue zone there are ten nuance zones. These are to be identified with descriptive adjectives such as pale, vivid, dark and deep. Typically a colour might be described as a pale colour in the yellow zone or a deep colour in the orange-red zone.

Another source of inspiration for CZ has been the work of Berlin and Kay and others who have investigated the application and evolution of 'basic colour terms'. As languages evolve, new colour names are added to their vocabularies, and more of the well established colour names qualify as basic colour terms. For a colour name to be recognised as a basic colour term it must be generally applicable and be understood and used consistently by most speakers of the language. There are now considered to be eleven basic colour terms in English. If applied to the 27 zones at level two, there would be one white zone, one grey, one black, one pink and one red. There would be two orange, two yellow and two brown zones, three purple zones, five blue zones and eight green zones. If each of the 27 zones were to have its own name, with orange, yellow, brown, purple, blue and green each restricted to a single zone and other names established for the other zones, that could be seen to represent a future stage in the evolution of language. Much of the research for CZ has been devoted to finding which colour names in current use are most suitable for the unnamed zones and which are most likely to achieve basic colour term status in the future. At this stage some of the names selected must be regarded as provisional.

A parallel investigation is being carried out into the application of descriptive adjectives that might be used for identifying the nuance zones at level three. Research to date suggests that adjectives like bright, strong and vivid, which might be assigned to separate zones, are currently used more or less synonymously. People might accept their assignment to separate zones and have no difficulty remembering which adjective belongs to which zone. An alternative strategy to avoid ambiguity might be to use two adjectives to pinpoint some of the zones.

The Colour Zones system will be introduced to first year students in the School of Design at Curtin University in March 2001. Where uncertainty remains about which names and adjectives are most suitable, the opinions of the students will be sought. Decisions will be made so that a complete system can be presented in Rochester. Students' evaluation of the system will also be presented.
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