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Abstract:


The Color Spectrum in Language: The case of Czech


Based on the Czech national Corpus


The representative corpus SYN2000 in the Czech National Corpus (CNK) project containing 100 million word forms taken from different types of texts. I have tried to determine the extent and depth of the linguistic material in the corpus. First, I chose the adjectives indicating the basic colors of the spectrum and other parts of speech (names and adverbs) derived from these adjectives. An analysis of three examples - black, white and red - shows the extent of the linguistic wealth and diversity we are looking at: because of size limitations, no existing dictionary is capable of embracing all analyzed nuances. Currently, we can only hope that the next dictionary of contemporary Czech, built on the basis of the Czech National Corpus, will be electronic. Without the size limitations,  we would be able us to include many of the fine nuances of language 





















































�
The Color Spectrum in Language: The case of Czech


Their cognitive concepts, new idioms and lexical meanings.





1. Introduction


The representative corpus SYN2000 �in the Czech National Corpus (CNK) �project contains 100 million word forms taken from different types of texts. All project analysis is based on this corpus, containing word forms taken from newspaper texts (70%), poetry and literature (15%) and scientific texts (25%). As might be expected, the language material drawn from these sources may be distorted; word frequency and word combinations are influenced by journalistic slang. Czech is an inflectional language and for that reason various forms of words have to be taken into consideration.


First of all, I have tried to determine the breadth and depth of the linguistic material in the Syn2000 corpus. Then I chose the adjectives indicating the basic colors of the spectrum. Of course, there are numerous other words derived from these adjectives. Accordingly, nouns and adverbs are also included to a limited extent. Verbs, names for shades of color, and phrases and expressions linking colors with other words, not derived from them, have not yet been processed in the corpus. This work is in the planning stages. 





 The basic color terms, from a linguistic point of view, occur with the following frequency:





černý (black)�
17 698�
žlutý(yellow)�
 5 571 �
�
bílý (white)�
16 717�
grey (šedý,šedivý)�
 3 779�
�
červený (red)�
  8 646�
hnědý (brown)�
 3 135�
�
rudý (deep red)�
  2 104�
růžový (pink)�
 2 817�
�
zelený (green)�
  7 220�
oranžový (orange)�
    922�
�
modrý (blue)�
  6 569�
fialový(violet)�
    876�
�






An interesting linguistic fact can be observed in the proportional frequency of different entries. Greater frequency means greater phraseological load and semantic wealth. The observation, based on frequency dictionaries of different Indo-European languages such as Czech, English, Italian, Polish, Rumanian, Slovak and Ukrainian, is that in all observed languages the color white takes first place.� Our corpus is quite contrary. See table above. For reasons of time and space, I have chosen to focus only on the three most frequently occurring colors: black (černý), white (bílý) and red (červený).


Black and white are opposites and literature on colors suggests that all languages distinguish between these two colors. Because they are contrasting colors their description cannot be entirely separated and the entries for these two colors overlap. Therefore, I have additionally chosen red as the most striking of the colors for my analysis.


 


1. Black


In contemporary Czech a new expression has appeared černý kůň (black horse)(12). Not in the sense of the chess figure but as an indicator of someone or something, in whom or in what great hopes and expectations are placed, favorite (e.g. the "black horse" of the league, the "black horse" of the season). In the CNK I have not actually analyzed the entry černo- (black) when it forms part of composite words, but the most frequent occurrences of this component in the Syn2000 are: Černobyl, černobylský (Chernobyl n., Chernobyl adj.); černomořský (Black Sea adj.); černobílý (black-and-white). The most frequent derivatives are černoch (black man) and černošský (black - in the sense of "pertaining to black people").


If we compare instances of the word černý in the Syn2000 with the entries in the Czech language dictionaries, we see no major differences. The word černý belongs to the core of the lexicon. It is contrasted to the word bílý (white) and vice versa. 


These two are contrasting colors. As their meaning structures have developed, the word černý has taken on a semantic character that is negative, dirty, difficult, whereas the word bílý has acquired positive, clean and unadulterated associations. 


The basic meaning of the word černý is to express a color, the Dictionary of the Literary Czech Language (SSJČ) uses the following definition for this word:


[a] being the color of soot


Writing a dictionary definition for a color is difficult. Books which analyze the meanings of colors suggest that the meanings of the words black and white have developed from existential human feelings, which see these two words as night (black, dark) and day (white, light), that is light is seen in positive terms and dark in negative terms. We can document this perception of black with the expression noční můra (nightmare) (576) "an unpleasant problem causing a person some concern". In this association, the words night and black are often interchangeable. For example the expression černá můra (*black mare) (42) can also be found. Even within this initial meaning of the word black, a further meaning or designation can be pinpointed, where blackness as single semantic feature is used to represent a wider whole. Černý (black) = "černoch (black man), černošský (black adj.)" (e.g. the Black Continent = "Africa", černá kráska = "černošská kráska" - a beautiful black woman). As far as new expressions are concerned the current language has the combination černý šerif (black sheriff) (9)= "employee of a security firm with a black uniform"(e.g. they decided to hire black sheriffs in order to get back what was rightfully theirs); černá skříňka (black box)(85) = 1. "record of an airplane’s flight" (e.g. President Yeltsin is to hand over to his Korean counterpart the black box, a recording of the flight information of the Korean Airlines Boeing shot down in 1983), 2. "security anti-theft device in a car" (e.g. when a police patrol receives the coded signal sent out by the black box, the police contact the firm Secar...);


[b] something which is dark, but not exactly black: black eyes (which are brown) /178/; dark eyes /124/; black beer, /2/; dark beer, /18/ - antonym light beer; black coffee (without milk) /150/, black bread (rye bread) /39/.


[c] illegal, not permitted, dishonest, secret: černý trh /387 /(black market), černý fond (black fund) /45/, (udělat něco na černo) /63/ for doing something unofficially. When we further narrow this meaning, we reach the sense of "not paying" as in the Czech expression "jet na černo" /13/ (traveling without paying, lit. "black") "černý pasažér" /150/(a "black" passenger, i.e. without a ticket).


[d] bad, evil, unsuccessful: černé svědomí (black conscience) /18/, černá listina (black list) /120/, černý rok (black year) /2/, černá kniha (black book)/7/.


[e] not optimistic: vidím to černě (the future looks black to me) /101/, líčit něco v černých barvách /6/(to paint something black), černé myšlenky (black thoughts) /45/ (e.g. I am known as a person who paints everything black).


[f] insufficient light: černá noc (black night) /34/, černý les /47/(black forest) - "deep", černá hodinka /45/(the darkest hour).


[g] difficult, laborious, soiling: černá metalurgie (black industry) /4/, černá práce (black work) /17/, černé nádobí ("heavy" black pans) /2/ - "pans not made of porcelain". 


[h] harsh, cruel: černý humor /223/(black humor).


[i] difficult, dangerous: černý kašel (black cough) /21/, černé neštovice (black pox). /16/


Black as the color of mourning probably came to our culture with Christianity, which took advantage of and reinforced the existential relationship to black as the color of unpleasant sensations, of insufficient light, and gave it a negative sense, while white was the color of light, of positive sensations and was given positive connotations. According to some linguistic evidence this was not always the case. The word combination bílý rubáš (white shroud) /4/ is used for "the clothes in which a dead person is dressed", bílá paní (white lady) /46/ is an expression for a "ghost", that appears in the white shroud of a dead person. A number of castles have their own "white lady", suggesting the very opposite of the general rule. 


There are also numerous phraseological expressions, which the Czech National Corpus indicates to be still in common use: trefit (se) do černého (to hit the black) /6/ = "to say or do the right thing"; Č(č)erný Petr (Black Peter) /188/- 1."a children's card game", 2.figuratively "something unwanted" e.g. he gave the Černý Petr to the Palestinians, the Černý Petr remained in the hands of angry France). The Czech language also often uses expressions of a terminological character: černé uhlí (black coal) /251/, figuratively černé zlato (black diamonds) /44/ "anthracite", but also crude oil (black gold); černá zvěř (black game) "wild boar" /416/; černý rybíz (black currant) /82/; černý bez (elderberry) /68/; černá díra (black hole) /266/1.physically "place in space where gravity is so strong that it pulls everything to it, including light" 2.figurative "somewhere where everything, especially money, disappears for good" (e.g. Russia is a black hole for the Germans), černé divadlo (lit. black theater) /167/(the semantic feature of insufficient light and black dress is also relevant here) "a style of theatrical performance (often in Prague) using visual deception, with actors dressed in black velvet costumes, illuminated in such a way that they cannot be distinguished from the background. This makes it possible to create on the stage an illusion of movement that is not physically possible." A distinctive transition from black to white is seen in the combination černobílý (black-and-white) / /, which, apart from indicating color, also means "an insensitive superficial way of seeing or experiencing something" (e.g. seeing things in black and white); or (having something) černé na bílém (black on white) //, "having a written proof of something".





2. White


The adjective bílý (white) is less structured in terms of meaning than black. It would be interesting to know whether the negative characteristic present in the word black is in some way psychologically more attractive than the positive characteristic present in the word white, if the human psyche chooses to focus more on black and if this is reflected in the rich structure of meanings. The positive characteristic of the word white is currently seen in the name of an organization, which takes an interest in the fate of people who have become victims of a crime; the organization is called the Bílý kruh bezpečí (The White Circle of Security) /48/. Another example of the positive character of the word white is in the word combination bílá kniha /28/, see below. 


In the Czech language a new phrase that has recently emerged is bílý kůň (white horse)/135/. This phrase is not used in the sense of the knight on a chess board, but as a term for someone who is used for some kind of illegal business deal and then removed, often killed". (e.g. He found himself in the typical position of a white horse for the Romany gangs.) It is interesting that the phrase bílý kůň (white horse) has generally negative connotations, while the phrase černý kůň (black horse) is positive. 


 If we compare the occurrences of the word white in the Czech National Corpus with the meaning structure of all our main dictionaries, it has to be acknowledged that there is no major divergence. The word white seems to be a core component of vocabulary. 


The basic meaning of the word is to express a color - The Dictionary of the Written Czech Language uses the definition: 


[a] being the color of snow, milk etc. 


Just as with černý (black), where the adjective can be used to mean "pertaining to a black person", bílý (white) can be used to mean "pertaining to a white person". (e.g. De Klerk yesterday appealed to the white inhabitants of South Africa...; ...he is calling on all whites to gang up against blacks). 


[b] sněhový (of/in/like snow) is a synonym occurring very frequently in the Czech National Corpus (e.g. bílá stopa (white track) /142/ = "a track in the snow for cross-country skiing", bílé hry (white games) /4/ = "Winter Olympics"; bílé velikonoce (white Easter) /1/ = "when it snows at Easter"; bílé svahy (white slopes) /6/ = "snow covered slopes"; bílý sport (white sport) interestingly does not refer just to skiing /6/ but also tennis /22/.) Surprisingly, this meaning is not included in available dictionaries 


[c] something that is bright, but not exactly white - white hair "gray" /87/, white coffee "with milk" /46/, white wine, /420/ antonym red, white meat / 90/ - "fish, chicken, veal, lean meat" 


[d] sufficient light: bílý den (bright, lit. "white" daylight),


[e] blank: bílý list papíru /5 /, bílé místo (lit. a white place) /143/ = "something about which we know nothing", a frequent Czech phrase in this sense is bílé místo historie (a blank page ["white place"] in history), and antiquated meaning, surviving in the sense of the phrase Řád bílého lva (the Order of the White Lion - české státní vyznamenání) /32/ has the [f] meaning of the word silver


This is where the meaning structure of the word white ends. What is lacking here is the contrast to the word black in the sense of illegal, not-permitted, dishonest, secret. But a neologism with this sense can be found in: bílý dovoz (white imports) /0/ meaning legal imports. The phrase černý trh (black market) is well known - "illegal", but there is also a neologism bílý obchod (white market) /0/ - "legal", another neologism being šedá ekonomika (the gray economy) /61 / - "semi-legal". 


We may also notice the terminological link - bílý jogurt (white yogurt) /50/ = "without flavoring", bílá mouka (white flour) /27/ = "wheat flour", which also forms the basis of the expression bílé pečivo /30/ (white bread, white rolls etc. Phraseological expressions bear their own meanings - bílé límečky (white collar workers) /84/ ="non-manual workers"; bílé maso (white meat) = "prostitutes" /59/. The most common phrase in the Corpus in this sense is obchod bílým masem (the white slave trade). Bílá vrána (a white crow) /51/ = "something or someone exceptional" (e.g. As if that would make the Czech Republic... one of the "white crows" among the post-communist countries). A non-dictionary but very transparent use of white is in the term bílé pláště (white coats)// = "doctors" (e.g. This strikes me as a typical example of "white coat" solidarity. They never admit publicly that a colleague might have made a mistake even when he has sewn a hat into someone's stomach...).


We may also notice the expression bílá kniha (white book) /28/ (e.g. After introducing "black and white books", in which the city councils of Moravská Ostrava - Přívoz could record the good and bad deeds of local business people, she had another idea). Here we see an example of the polarization of black as negative and white as positive. Next to the black and white books, the expression, červená kniha (red book) /9/ also exists (see analysis of the color red).





3. Red 


This leads us to the color red. After black and white it is the third most interesting color linguistically. Red is perceived as the


[a] color of fire, sun, blood, but also as a color symbolizing 


[b] danger, and therefore also the need for special care. 


It is a very [c]striking color. An interesting thing about the color red in Czech is that it is generally expressed through one of two basic words - červený and rudý. Both these words have their own particular associations. In Czech we call the main square in Moscow Rudé náměsti (Red Square), Red used to signify, and evidence suggests that it continues to signify, a revolutionary left-wing position. In post-revolutionary Russia, Bolscheviks were red rudí there is antonym white, there were Red Divisions, see Babel's Rudá jízda (in English - The Red Cavalry). In contemporary Czech, we encounter the word rudý in this sense in connection with the Red Army Faction and the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia. 


In reference to American Indians, the word rudý is used as a signifier of race in the same sense as with black and white. e.g. rudý indiánský národ (the Red Indian nation); rudý bratr (red brother; redskin) /7/.


Rudé právo (Red Right), the former communist daily, has now changed its title to Právo. Right has recently begun to appear in Czech in connection with brown. Brown symbolizes fascism, red communism (e.g. They warn against the red-brown danger; ...wearing a red or brown shirt).


Linguists have shown that the more familiar people are with objects or ideas, the more detailed and richer the system of meanings they create for them. How can we explain, for example, the way that Czech distinguishes the shades of red in such detail? Not only does Czech have two words to express this concept, but also a large number of expressions to express shades of red: bordová (bordeau), purpurová (crimson/purple), nachová (crimson), karmínová (crimson), granatová (garnet-red), cihlová (brick-red), vínová (wine-red), jahodová (strawberry), krvavá (blood-red), šarlatová (scarlet). Brunátný (russet/deep red) in Czech can only refer to a person. 


Dictionaries use concrete notions for the definition of colors. The Dictionary of the Written Czech Language uses the following definition for červený (red): 


[a] being the color of blood or of field poppies. For rudý (deep red) the definition in the same dictionary is - [a] being the color of blood, (full, dark) red. However, this is a tautological definition. Or should we understand this definition in such a way that červený is the color of oxygenated blood and rudý the color of non-oxygenated blood? 


If we compare the breadth of meanings for red (červený) and black, we have to conclude that for the adjective red there is only one basic meaning: to indicate a color. The word červená as a noun exists only in the sense of blood or to indicate the color of a traffic light. (e.g. the "red" was gushing out of him; he drove through a red.) From the connotations that red evokes we can also observe certain phraseological expressions: červená nit (red thread) /76/ - something striking, easy to follow, a logical sequence (e.g. This idea was like a "red thread" going through the entire program.) The pairs red and white blood cells, red and white wine, červené and bílé zelí (red and white cabbage) (red cabbage is purple, just as in reality červená řepa [beet root] is not really red.)


We have yet to look at red as a color symbolizing danger. A rather old-fashioned expression červený kohout (lit. red rooster) /17/ indicates "fire" (e.g. Only the firemen were able to put a stop to the havoc being wreaked by the "red rooster".) On traffic lights, red was chosen as a color to warn against danger. Red is also the color of love. What does the use of the color red in the expressions Red Cross and Red Crescent mean? In this case it is red on white, it is a link between two strikingly different contrasting colors, frequently used on various signs, including the Czech national flag. 


It is interesting to see the ways this color is linked to the word "book". This is seen in the expression červená knihovna (lit. red bookcase) /80/. The expression comes from the color of an edition of books that came out during the First Czechoslovak Republic (1918-1938) - reading for women and girls. If we say that something is as if from the "red bookcase" in Czech today it means that it is in the same spirit as the books that came out then. They are romantic novels of love, where a poor girl always ends up marrying a rich man. But the expression červená kniha (red book) /9/ means something else. It is a list of threatened animals. Here the word is used in the sense of warning and danger. And how about the rudá knížka (little red book)? This was the Czechoslovak Communist Party membership card /2/ or Mao’s red book /5/. 


 There are also further expressions in Czech: „červené tváře“ /41/,rty /12/ „ústa“, /2/, „pusa“ /5/ (red cheeks, lips, mouth) symbolizing good health, whereas "červený nos" (red-nose) / means a drunk /24/ or a nose which has been exposed to the cold for a long time/1/, the red nose of a clown /9/, indicate symptoms of crying /4/ "červené oči" (red eyes) indicate symptoms of crying /2/, or strong wind or an illness /12/, or the eyes of some animals /22/. 








4. Conclusion


From an analysis of these three examples one can see the extent of the linguistic wealth and diversity we are dealing with. Available lexical resources hide enormous information not only on the frequency but also on the users of a language and on their linguistic conceptualization of the world. Due to limitations in size and lexicological concepts, no existing dictionary is capable of embracing all these nuances. Currently we can only hope that the next dictionary of contemporary Czech that comes out on the basis of the Syn2000� and Bank of Czech�, corpora created in the Czech National Corpus project will address this issue. This would mean that without traditional size limitations we would be able to include such fine nuances of language as well.
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