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During my constant exploration of the Arabic dictionarics, 1 have come across
many semantic phcnomena with which most Arabists are perhaps familiar but which
have generally been ignored or received little attention by scholars. The semantic
field of colours in Arabic is onc of these areas, although a few important works, such
as Fischer’s (1965) have been devoted to this subject.

The Arabic words denoting colours may, morphologically speaking, be divided
into three main categories:

a) those which are formed by the pattern ‘afalu, like

‘abyad - white, ‘aswad - black, ‘asfar - yellow,

‘ahdar - green, ‘azraq - blue, ‘asmar - grey, cte.

To this group one may add colours associatcd mainly with the body of man or
animals such as:

‘ahwar - having cyes with a marked contrast of white and black
‘athal - having bluish-black cyes

‘afqar - having blonde or ginger/red hair

‘arqat and ‘abga” - speckled, spotied

‘ablag - picbald

‘agarr - having a blaze (horse)

and many more.
b) Colours which consist of Arabic nouns to which the y@' an-nisba has been added.
This, of course, allows, in principle, a countless number of possibilitics, For example:

ramddf - grey, from ramdd - ashes
samd'f or samdwf - sky blue, azure
bunnt - coffee coloured, brown
dahabi - golden

fiddr - silvery

‘asali - honey-coloured

hint? - wheat-coloured

kuhlt - dark bluc, navy bluc

¢) Foreign words which cntered the Arabic lexicon in various stages usually in order
to fill a gap. They basically denote shades not distinguished carlier by Arabic
speakers, e.g.:

! This article is a revised version of the paper presented at this Collogquium. Unfortunately, both
versions were prepared in a greatl hurry and, therefore, some references known 1o the author have not
heen consulted (e.g. Fischer 1965). The author is hoping to prepare in the near fulure a more
comprehensive study of this topic.
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wardi - pink

banafsagt - violet

saman@int/samdngiini - sky blue, azurc (the Arabic cquivalent is
samd’t/samawi)

burtugali - orange

‘urguwani - maroon

qirmizi - red

gawn - white or black intermixed with red;

from here gawna one of the words for the sun, because, according to Lane,
it becomes black or of a blackish colour tinged with red at setting.

Etymologically speaking, Arabic colours, at least in carly or classical Arabic,
prove the common theory about the development of colours in all languages. That
is to say, the namcs of colours were limited and more general at the beginning, and
gradually became more specific. Thus, early or classical Arabic usually refers to a
limited number of colours, mainly based on the pattern 'affafu which, in itself,
represents a later development whercby most colours are formed by analogy in
accordance with this mould.

However, perhaps the most striking fact regarding colours in classical Arabic is
that most of them refer to more than one colour or shade, It is, therefore, evident
that only at a later stage specific colour was associated with, or better to say, was
confined te a certain word.? Thus, if in classical Arabic ‘elimar means red, brown
and white at a later stage its meaning was restricted to 'red’. 'alidar meant first green,
dark, brownish and intensely black (like in the expressions iidarra I-layl or ihdarra
S@ribuhu - the night or his moustache became black) but later it was confined to
denote "green’ only. 'azraq means, in classical Arabic, blue, azure, grey, greenish, and
even white (like in the saying zarigat “aynuhu nahwt - his eye turned towards me so
that the white thercof appeared), but in a later stage it was understood to mean
"blue’ only,

The reason for the colours being determined to denole a certain shade may be
in that the colours became associated more and more with a certain object or objects
for which the colours becamc modifiers, e.g. sky, sun, plants, ctc. subscquently
confining the colour to one specific word. However, it would be impossible to
establish when exactly this process, which may be called the ’crystallisation of
meanings’ did, in fact, take place.

Exploration of the dictionaries shows also that the mcanings for colours have
developed, in the majority of the cascs from homonyms or polysemic roots. Thus, the
root A-m-r has in addition to 'red’ or 'redness’ other derivatives such as:

hamara - 1o peel, to remove hair from the body, to suffer indigestion from

cating barcly and to become stupid. The last meaning is probably
associated with the characters of himar "donkey’.

‘shmara - 1o have a white child born to him or her, i.c. waled 'ahinar.

‘ahmaru - mcaning 'white’ can also be found in contrast to black in the

idioms: bufittu ila I-'ahmari wa-I-"aswadi - 1 have been sent to the

? For comparison purposes the etymology of 'green’ in English is linked wath that of "yellow® and the
colour "blue’ is also linked with "black’ (Cf. Skeat's Ftymological Dictionary of the English Language).
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white and black peoples; or ‘at@nf kullu ‘aswada minhum wa-
‘alimara - every Arab of them and a foreigner came to me; and al-
‘ahmar wa-I-'abyad - the Arabs and the forcigners.
The root also gave birth to nouns such as fiumayra 'measles’, yahmiir 'fallow deer’
and himdr 'donkey’ and also to verbs such as hammara "to roast’.

The root s-f-r means, in addition to yellow, to whistle, whereas the root z-r-q also
means to cast, to throw. The root s-w-d means also to rule, prevail, from which the
word sayyid chicf, master, lord’ is derived.

Hence, since in some cases, no conncction between the various meanings exists,
we may assume that the roots arc polysemic or homonymic. However, the distinction
between the colours which had occurred already in classical Arabic has been retained
in Modern Arabic, as well as the dialects. Perhaps the only example in modern
Arabic of one word which still denotes two different colours is the word 'afgar which,
in classical Arabic, meant "intensely red’ but which means today a blonde and ginger
or red-headed.

To emphasize the intensity of the colours Arabic usually uses the word gamiq for
*dark’ and fatih for “light’. However, classical Arabic has special adjectives for each
colour utilised to denote dark shades. with the exception of bluc and grey. Thus dark
red is ‘ahimar qani' or 'ahmar ganin; dark ycllow is ‘asfar faqi*, dark green is 'ahdar
yani® or ‘ahdar nddir; dark black is 'aswad hdlik or 'aswad qdtim and pure white is
‘abyad ndsi’.

Though I have not been able to find any explanation for the fact that ‘azrag and
‘asmar have no adjectives to express their intensity, a cursory look at the 'basic’
meanings of the roots reveals that the roots refer to something negative, bodily defect
or bad luck. Thus, we find that most of the words which mcan "blue’ or grey’ denote
‘hlindness’: zariga - was or became blind, whereas kahala and samara like samala
mean to blind someone. kuiil means also ‘drovght’, *barrenness’ and ’hard year’,
whereas kuhayl mecans 'tar’. Morcover, the words nifa and munayyal which denote
"blue’, "indigo’ also mean, in certain dialects, a disaster or curse.” Furthermore, since
the word zurg appears in the Q 20,102 also in the sense of "blindness’: wa-nahfuru I-
mugrimina yawma'idin zurgan 'we shall assemble the sinners on that day when they
are blind" the reservation shown in Arabic towards the blue and grey may be
understood, especially, if we add to this the superstition that the gl is said to have
blue eyes.!

Incidentally, it is not surprising that blue, grey and black, may carry negative
connotations, since they sometimes symbolise in many cultures melancholy, disasters,
mourning or death (e.g. bluc devils, the blues, be black and blue, to go into black).
Similarly, in the folklore of various cultures 'green’ and 'yellow” usually denote envy’

3 See Badawi-Hinds 1986:495, root N.Y.L.,.

* See Rodwell's translation of (. 20,102, fn. 3. “The Arabians have a great aversion to blue and grey
cyes as characteristic of their enemics the Greeks”™. Sce also e.g. Amin (1953 299) the entry g/, in
which this beliel is recited and aitested by a poem of an unknown poct. | am also most grateful 1o
Professor Kees Versieegh for drawing my attention to Muhammad al-Kalbl, Tafs# al-Qur'dn, MS
Chester Beatty no. 4224 {f, ad (). 5541 where it says: vi‘rafie l-mugrinndna bi-stmdhum: al-muSriking
bi-sawdd wugithihim wa-zurgar ‘a“yunihim (1he sinners are known for their features: the polytheists with
their black face and blue eyes); identical statement in Mugatil, Tafsit IV, 201.6-7.
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or "jealousy’ ("the green-eyed god’), whercas 'white’ in the Chinese culture symbolises
mourning and death.

Nevertheless, we do find that Arabic may have contexts in which blue, grey and
even black carry positive meanings; for example, a girl who is described as samrd” is
usually taken to be beautiful, whercas a person who has “ayndni sawddwdni or “aynani
zarqiwdni is regarded as handsome, and ‘ayn kahld’ is an cye that is black either by
nature or by applying ku/il to it. It would perhaps be worth mentioning in this context
that ’green’ is the favourite colour among many Muslims following the Hadith which
tells us that it was the Prophet's most favourite colour.

The importance of colours in Arabic may be demonstraled by the fact that
Arabic has devoted threc verb forms, oul of its sixteen or so, (o colours, Thus, if"alla,
ifdlla and sometimes if'aw’ala denote that something has become or turned into the
colour expresscd by the root e.g. ilmarra to become red, diddrra to become green,
izrawraqa to become bluc. The fact that most of the colours fit ncatly these patterns
suggests a late morpho-semantic development based on analogy, especially since
other palterns such as fa“ala or fa‘ila and fa‘ula also occur in classical Arabic, c.g.
hadira - to become green, and hamira, hamura - 10 become red.

So far as usage is concerned, colours in Arabic arc vscd, apart from their basic
denotations, as epithets, euphecmisms and in idioms. As epithets, colours may usually
refer to places, if they are in the singular, or to items or objects, if they arc in the
dual. Thus the epithet of Tunis is al-hadrd’; the city of Aleppo is af-fahbd’; in
Granada we find al-hamrd’, whereas Casablanca is ad-ddr al-baydd’. These cpithets
may be used solely in reference to the place they describe without the proper name,
through a process of clision which occurs with other nouns and adjectives.

Colours in the dual arc rare and usually refer to two items expressed by onc
word, e.g. al-'ahmarani are flesh and wine, al-'asfardni arc gold and saffron, and al-
‘abyaddni are water and milk.

Opposite colours, usually white are used as cuphemisms, ¢.g.

‘abil I-baydd’ - the black man

‘abil I-gawn - the white man

yawmn ’abyad - catastrophe

habar "abyad - in somc dialects usually means 'bad news’, *disaster’.*

Other colours may also be used cuphemistically, c.g. al-hawd [F'ahmar is sexual
intercourse, or as-sardya s-safrd’ is an insane asylum, and al-mawt al-'ahmar is a
massacre.

Colours may also appear in some idioms, where the colour is usually used as a
metaphor, e.g. 'atd/qadd “ald I-'ahdar wa-l-yabis - to destroy completely. The word
‘ahdar refers here to all plants; lam yusdidnd li-zurqi/li-sawddi ‘a’yunind - he did not
help us for our blue/black eyes (but for a good rcason). This idiom is undoubtcdly
a loan translation into Arabic.

To sum up this paper, we may conclude that the colours in Arabic have acquired
their meanings through a process which may be described as 'syncedochical’, that is
to say, from the general meaning of a colour or a grolp of colours to a specific one.

3 See c.g. Badawi-Hinds 1986:116, entry ‘abvad.
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Intensity of colours is mainly expressed in classical Arabic by special modifiers,
whereas in modern Arabic the word gamiq 'dark’ is more common. There are no,
however, special modifiers to express light colours.

Arabic has also borrowed names for colours from foreign languages, mainly
Persian. Those quite often, were not required, since Arabic had alrcady had a similar
colour, e.g. ‘urguwdni which is not different from ‘ehmar gdnin/gani' or
samangiint which has an Arabic equivalent samd'i/samawr.

Finally, the colours of Arabic have a special importance which is reflected by
their usages in daily expressions and idioms, to the cxtent that cven in a simple daily
greeting some Arabic dialects prefer the expression 'éf Ionak 'what is your colour?’,
i.e. how are you? to the expression kayfa haluk or zayyak which are commonly used
by other dialects.
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