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BASIC COLOUR TERMS IN LITERATURE*

1.C.MCMANUS
Bedford College, University of London
and

St. Mary’s Hospital Medical School

It is shown that the use of colour words in poetry and literature correlates closely with
the order of evolution of colour words, as descnbed by Berlin and Kay This relatlonshlp
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suggests that a number of the psychological aspects of colour naming correlate closely with
the Berlin and Kay ordering.
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Fig. 1. The frequency of occurrence (ordmate) of colour words in three separate
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For Englisl‘1 poetry (Pratt, 1898) use the “a” ordinate multiplied by 1000; |
for the Chinese poetry (Chou and Chen, 1935) use the “b” ordinate multiplied
by 100; for the modern novels (Evans, 1948) usc tiic “b” ordinate multiplied
by 1000.

Abreviations: W: White: Bk: Black: R: Red: Gn: Green: Y: Yellow: Bl: Blue:
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3 shows that the relative usage of colour words is much the same in the different poets
(a small number of poets have been omitted due to inadequate sample size).

A similar trend may be found in word-counts of ordinary writing, Table 1 shows the
frequency of colour words in the analysis of Thorndike and Lorge (1944) of almost a
million words from magazines (r = —0.69 with the Berlin and Kay order) and the analysis
of Kulera and Francis (1967) of 1,014,232 words from popular literature (r = —0.77
with the Rerlin and Kav order).










