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COLOUR SYMBOLISM AND ITS
COGNITIVE-CULTURAL MESSAGE

The aim of this paper is to show that colour symbolism and colour terms can
influence cognition, highlight cultural, religious differences and establish links between
human activity, their emotions, their mood and psychological state. The role of colour
symbolism and terms is rather significant in fiction, specifically, with the help of colour
terms authors depict nature, create their heroes, discuss certain national and individual

preferences, etc.
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Symbolism is viewed as a literary
device, the most aesthetic one that is
referred to by many of the writers. It
seems to be a kind of a tool which
helps in conveying the messages
indirectly. Animals, objects, charac-
ters and colours can be used as
symbols. There are many critics and
literary men who have views in
symbolism and its uses; these views
are differing from one critic to another
which lead to appear different literary
theories that help the readers to pick
up the symbols easily in any literary
work.

A symbol is defined as some-

thing that stands for, represents, or

denotes something else /Hall 1994/.
Symbolism, or the use of symbols,
involves using an object, an attitude, a
belief, or a value in order to represent
an abstract idea; it takes something
ordinary or basic and makes it more
than what it is in reality /Fadaee 2011:
19-27/.
Langer (1954) states that
symbolization is the essential act of
thought, the

one of man’s

and symbol-making

function 1is major
actions, like eating, looking or moving
about. It is the fundamental process of
the mind, and goes on all the time. He

asserts that symbol mediates know-
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ledge, giving us cognitive control, or
insight, in one way or another.

For Whitehead /Whitehead
1927: 6/ symbolism dominates the
man's thoughts and imagination; he
that

connected with the use of pure sense

asserts symbolism is widely
perception in the character of symbols
for more innate and primary factors in
our experience. He states that
symbolism is very fallible in the sense
that it may induce actions, feelings,
emotions and beliefs about things
which are only notions without
exemplification in the world which
symbolism leads us to presuppose.
Symbolism in literature is known
to emphasize the deepness and hidden
meaning in a piece of work; it is often
used to represent things, a moral or a

religious belief or value by symbols.

The Cognitive Value of Colour
Terms And Symbols

The linguistic and cultural back-
ground of certain national com-

munities expresses extralinguistic
factors (culture, time period, gender,
etc.) which obviously influence the
linguistic expression of colours, even
hues.

There exists the idea that colours

can be viewed as neutral, warm and

cold. When combining white or black
to the above-mentioned colours you
obtain tints and shades, while tones
describe the depth of a colour.
Neutrals are subtle shades from the
palest range of colours (beige, cream),
and are used for balancing vibrant or
rich colours. Cold colours have a high
proportion of blue in their make-up,
such as violet blue and some greens,
and they have a calming effect. Warm
colours have more red and yellow in
their make-up. They are energizing.
According to the psychologist
E.R.Jaensch’s
Bortoli, Maroto 2001: 4/ even the

climate in which we live influences

research /see De

our colour preferences. Jaensch’s
research indicates that those who live
in climates with a lot of sunlight prefer
warm bright colours; while those from
climates with less sunlight prefer
cooler, less saturated colours. But the
environment and the climate also
dictate the way colours are classified,
according to the relevance they have
in the everyday life. For example,
Eskimos use 17 words for white as

applied to different snow conditions.
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Some authors prove in their

S

investigations that gender is also very|

important in  colour  perception.

Gender differences in colour percept-
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ion could seem unrelated to cross-
cultural localization. A closer look,
however, will reveal that these can be
found in every society, each with
some characteristics /De
Bortoli, Maroto 2001: 3-5/.

Religion is obviously another

specific

important part of human life, parti-
cularly culture. In every religion
colours have their associations, and it
should be borne in mind that an
inappropriate use of colour can be
perceived as offensive. Green is
sacred for Shiite Muslims, and the use
of green should be undertaken very
cautiously. In the Middle East blue is
a protective colour and it can be found
colouring many of the most famous
mosques and also in Buddhism. In
Western Culture, white is used to
symbolize purity and peace. White is
worn by many Muslims while
attending Friday prayers. In Chinese
culture white symbolizes the colour of
mourning, while mourning in Western
and Mediterranean  countries  is
symbolized by black. An over-
abundance of white space around a
small isolated image or lettering might
hint at Red,

indigo, violet, yellow and orange are

funerary meanings.

the colours of Hinduism, while red,

orange, amber, gold and purple are
colours characteristic of Christianity.

A few scholars state that the use
of colour is one of the means psycho-
logists have at their disposal to
analyze not only the emotional state of
people in general but also of children
who are very much apt to showing
their emotional state through colours
while painting.

In early childhood colours are
used more subjectively than in a
naturalistic objective way. From the
age of three to six children strongly
prefer colours to shapes (the opposite
is true at a later stage of development).
Bright red can be used by children to
express anger, desire to destroy, while
the black of the night can be fraught
with all the depressive anguishes. The
yellow of the sun can stand for a
happy desire to communicate and
express themselves. Younger children
are attracted by strong, warm, and
intense colours. As time progresses
colours become less violent and softer
shades appear: colours “cool down”.
This process continues throughout life,
with older people finding “subdued”
colours more attractive. The findings
about age differences in perception

seem to indicate that colour intensity
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should be regulated to match the taste
of the targeted age category.

Colours are used and subtly
handled in various psychological tests,
as for instance the Luscher’s colour
test which is defined as a “deep”
psychological test, developed for the
use of psychiatrists, psychologists,
physicians and those who are
the

conscious and unconscious character-

professionally involved with
istics and motivations of others. It is
said not to be a parlour game. The
principle of the Luscher Colour Test is
that accurate psychological informa-
tion can be gained about a person
through his choices and rejections of
/http://psytests.org/luscher
/fullcolor.html/

colours

The Linguo-Cultural Value of
Colour Terms and Their Use In

Idioms and Proverbs

English is a colourful language —
that is to say, colour features in many
English idioms, proverbs and sayings.
As human beings, we have a very
developed visual sense, and this is
reflected in our language. To clarify
this we would like to give some
examples from idioms together with

their explanations in English.

® Be blue - if a

person/object/situation is considered

true

to be true blue, it is considered
genuine.

® Beyond the black stump - an
Australian idiom indicating that even
if you go as far as you can, the black
stump is still a little further.

® Black as Newgate’s knocker
- (UK) if things are as black as
Newgate's knocker, they are very bad.
Newgate was an infamous prison in
England, so its door knocker meant
trouble.

® Born to the purple - someone
who is born to the purple is born in a
royal or aristocratic family.

e Browned off - to be tired of
or fed up with.

e Catch someone red-handed -
if someone is caught red-handed,
they are found doing something
wrong or illegal.

o Feeling blue - if you feel blue,
you are feeling unwell mainly
associated with depression or un-
happiness.

e Green around the gills - if
someone looks green around the
gills, they look ill.

e Grey area - a grey/gray area is
one where there is no clear right or

wrong.
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e Scarlet woman - this idiom is
used as a pejorative term for a sexual-
ly promiscuous woman, especially an
adulteress.

The above-mentioned examples
come to confirm the fact that the use
of colour terms makes the images of
objects more flamboyant, vivid and to
the point.

Now we intend to discuss some
examples of proverbs with colour
terms from.

There were some red faces -
There were some embarrassed people.

Red sky at night,
delight,

shepherds’ warning - If you see a red

shepherds’

red sky in the morning,

sky at night, the weather will be good
next day, but a red sky in the morning
foretells bad weather.

To get the green light - to get the
go-ahead (this comes from traffic
lights).

He is green - He is a novice, i.e.
does not quite know what he is doing.
Be careful therefore, because if you

say someone is green, it could mean

either jealous or uninitiated, or
ecologically aware, depending on the
context.

e 70 go greemn - to become

ecologically aware (green issues are

issues relating to conservation and
saving the planet).

e Seeing the world through
rose-tinted glasses - seeing things in
an unrealistically benign way.

e To be purple with rage - to be
very angry.

e To black something out - to
erase something from your mind, or to
redact something from a document.

e To be

books - to be in disgrace.

in someone's black

o To have it in black and white -
to have something very definite (often
meaning something written down).

e So close you can see the
whites of his eyes - very close indeed.

e To brown nose someone - to
suck up to someone (i.e. to be
sycophantic in order to obtain a favour
or advantage) - this is a bit rude and
should not be used in front of people
who are easily shocked.

Proverbs with colour terms add
some flavour and spice to the speech.
All

proverbs, in particular, have a set of

colours in general, and in

symbolic meanings or emotions
associated with them.
The Translatability of Colour

Terms
The investigation concerning the

translatability and translation of colour

10
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terms leads to the assumption that the¢b)

use of colour terms, found in idiom:
and proverbs, is based on a firm cul
tural background. It is obvious that
there exists similarity of usage in
Armenian. Sometimes a colour term
can be translated by its equivalent, still
in other cases the same idiom can
contain a different colour indication in
Source (English) and Target (Armen-
ian) languages, although the meaning
of the idiom can be the same. There
are even cases when the corresponding
Armenian idiom contains no colour
term at all.

Now, we would like to discuss
the most typical cases:

a) word for word translation:

as black as a hat - qifuuanpyh wtiu
uls

as red as blood - wpjul wbu
Yupdhp

e as yellow as crow's foot -
wqnwyh nnph whu ntinhG

a) equivalents in  Armenian
without colour indication:

e white lie - widtin wuywo unin

o There may be blue and better
blue. - Uwpn Yw dwny £, dwpn Ju
qupn E:

o True blue will never stain. -
UqGhy uhpwp tpptp sh Jupluw-

philyh:

11

The same idioms and proverbs
in English can appear in Armenian
with a different colour indication.

e 4 women’s blow never gave
a black eye. - Uling hwpjwohg
Juuwwnny sh wnwow lniy:

o All cats are grey in the dark.
- Pninp JuuniGhpp dpnipjwl ubg
ul. GG:

¢) The idioms and proverbs
with the word colour nearly always
have their equivalents in Armenian
but the Armenian variant does not
contain the word colour at all.

e cast a false colour on
something - hGs-np pwl wwwyb-
nwg Gty ufuw Yupuyny

e come out in one's true
colours - gnijg mu hpwwaG ntvpp
colours -

o Jower one's

nhpptnp qhotip

e come through with flying
colours - <wonnnipjudp wuwlby
Qnpon

d) There are also many cases
when the target language does not
contain any colour name at all.

e black out - npglit; ghwmwly-
gnipjniln

e catch someone red-handed -

prGt] hwlgwlph Jujpnid
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e between the devil and the deep
blue sea - tpym pwph wpwlpnmyd
1hGtg

eto see pink elephants -
wmtiult] Gplwuwjwlwb pwbhp

Thus, with the help of idioms
and proverbs which contain colour
terms, fiction writers depict nature,
create their heroes, discuss certain

national and individual preferences.

Although many intrinsic
properties of colours (liking, meaning
associations) appear to be pan-

cultural, culture greatly matters in

perceiving colour terms.
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‘Lwhpw Gwuwupyul
Quph(t Uuwnpyjwui

QnilwhG vhdynihywG / funphpnuGhon L Gpu
SwlwsnqujuG-tywynpwjhl nntpdp

UnyyG hnnggwon thnpdnud £ pmuwpwlly gniGwjhG vhdiynihqip L gni-
GuwjhG wmtpdhGtpp, npnlp UG wgntignipyniG niGEG dwpnne SwlGwsnnnipju i
Ypw: GniGwjhG uhiynihqul witGwhwdwh oqumugnpoynn hGuppltphg t,
npp Jupnnulnwd £ pGptipgnnh dnnn qqujujul yuwumitnlGtip wnwowglti:
QnjGtplG oquuuwgnpoymi GG wnwpyuwlbp wywwmybptihu, pGppgnnh dnwn
npnpwih wmbtuwpwl Jud yuwuybtp wowytp wylwnm gupdlbne hwdwn:
Qpwlp Jupnn GG wpmwhwjnty htpnup Gopwfuwphp, qnyGiph dhongny
htnpGwyn Jwpnn L Goppwithwlgl] dwpgnt qqugnnmpyniGGbp, wnpwiw-
npnipynii L hngbwl Jhdwl: UnwlGiGwhwwnml nwnpmpml L hww-
Jugyty hwytptl pwpqiwlmpjulp, wonwyt] npwqpuy Gl qniGwjhl nbp-
UhGGEpD nupdwopltinnid L wunyypGhpnid:

LPwluwh punbp’ gnyl, qniGughG uhdynhqd, dwlwynnnpjmb, nupd-
Jwop, wunijp, pwpquiwltjhnpynil, gniGwjhl hnqpwlnipjnil
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