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Abs tract

In European culture the colour black has quite a diverse and complex symbolism,
which is also confirmed in the phrases con tain ing black and referring to human life
and the sur round ing nature. This article is a com para tive analysis of the meanings
(figu ra tive and literal) and con no ta tions of the term “black” in three ge neti cally close
languages: Czech, Polish and Upper Sorbian. The com para tive approach has brought
out both the simi lari ties in the con cep tu ali za tion of this colour and its con no ta tions,
which are typical for two languages or only one. The semantic con no ta tions of black
in the analysed languages ??confirm their high com pli ance, which results from the
lin guis tic and cultural proximity. The dif fer ences relate primarily to the wealth of ex -
pres sions that implement the ap pro pri ate con no ta tions. There is a visible lack of
symmetry between Czech and Polish ??on the one hand, and Upper Sorbian on the
other. In Upper Sorbian, as a minority language, one can also notice the influence of
the German language (clichés of German ex pres sions), which results from the
closeness of Upper Sorbian with German.

1. In tro duc tion

The term “black” in Czech and Pol ish, as one of the neu tral col ours
(apart from white and grey), has be come the sub ject of in ter est of lin -
guists, in clud ing Teresa Zofia Orłoś (2005) and Agata Ostrowska-
 Knapik (2010). How ever, their stud ies fo cus on the analy sis of phra se -
ologi cal re la tions con tain ing the names of the black colour in both lan -
guages from the per spec tive of the Czech- Polish phra se ologi cal equi-
va lence. As for the Pol ish lan guage, there are also pub li ca tions by
Ewa Ko mor owska (2010, 2011), in which the sub ject of the se man-

tic- cognitive de scrip tion is the black col our oc cur ring in Pol ish and
Rus sian lin guis tic ex pres sions. 

This pa per analy ses the mean ings (figu ra tive and lit eral) and con -
notations of the ba sic terms for “black” in three lan guages: Czech,
Pol ish and Up per Sor bian, i.e. černý, czarny and čorny. In some cases
the ad verbs de riv ing from the ad jec tives have been con sid ered: Czech
– černo/černě, Pol. – czarno and USorb. – čornje. The analy sis aims as 
de fin ing the ways of the con cep tu ali za tion of the black col our as well
as es tab lish ing the lin guis tic and cul tural ref er ences and con no ta tions.
In turn, the adopted com para tive back ground is in tended to bring out
both the simi lari ties in the con cep tu ali za tion of this col our, re sult ing
from the lin guistic and cul tural prox im ity, as well as the mean ings and
scopes of ref er ence, typi cal only for the Czech or the other two com -
pared lan guages.

The material bases for the analy sis are dic tion ar ies and cor pus data
(see the Bib li og ra phy). Con sid er ing the state of Up per Sor bian lexi -
cog ra phy, the latter are es pe cially im por tant to the Up per Sor bian lan -
guage. How ever, due to the limi ta tion of the vol ume of the ar ti cle,
only a se lec tion of ma te ri als will be pre sented here, il lus trat ing the
mean ings and ref er ences of the dis cussed terms for the black colour to
real ob jects placed in the struc ture of the se man tic spheres of the
world, which in clude, for ex am ple, man, animate and in ani mate na -
ture or artefacts. Since the aim is not to note all the com bi na tions of
words and their vari ants, but to pro vide a gen eral de scrip tion of the use 
of “black” in all the three lan guages and to at tempt to cover the whole
is sue, in di cating the simi lari ties and dif fer ences. It should be noted
that the choice of the com pared lan guages is not ac ci den tal: on the one
hand, they are lan guages be long ing to the same lan guage group,
which al lows us to as sume the ex is tence of con sid er able simi lari ties,
on the other – Up per Sor bian, as a mi nor ity lan guage, may dif fer from
Czech and Pol ish on the sub ject mat ter dis cussed here.

The pres ent ar ti cle fits into the al ready quite rich cur rent of re -
search on the se man tics of terms for colours in languages and cul tures. 
Im por tant stud ies deal ing with this is sue in clude, among oth ers, two
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vol umes ed ited by Re nata Grze gorc zykowa and Krystyna Waszakowa 
(2000, 2003), re sult ing from an in ter na tional proj ect en ti tled Stu dia
z se man tyki porówn awczej [Stud ies in com para tive se man tics]. Their
worked- out speci fi ca tions con cern ing the meth od ol ogy of de scrip tion
have in spired and modelled this study.

2. The sym bo lism of the co lour black

In the European cul tural cir cle, the sym bol ism of black is quite un -
am bi gu ous – it is com monly as so ci ated with nega tive fea tures. Ac -
cord ing to Władysław Ko pali ński (2006: 48), black ness is a sym bol of 
evil, ha tred, im mor al ity, de cep tion as well as dan ger, de struc tion, ca -
tas tro phe, sad ness and trag edy.

In ad di tion, the black colour sym bol izes death and mourn ing.1

Black as an ex pres sion of mourn ing is a Ro man cus tom, bor rowed
from the an cient Egyp tians (Ko pali ński 2003: 194). Some times black
is also as so ci ated with su per sti tion, witch craft, mys te ri ous forces and
fear. In Chris ti an ity, on the one hand, it is a sym bol of sin, pen ance,
Lent and Good Fri day, and on the other – a sign of love and in stinc tive
and ma ter nal femi nin ity, which is re flected in the nu mer ous Black
Ma don nas as des ti na tions of pil grim ages. Moreo ver, blackness is as -
so ci ated with hell, the devil and dark ness (Ko pali ński 2006: 48–49).
Black, es pe cially in the East, is also a sym bol of in fe ri or ity and slav ery
(Ko pali ński 2003: 194). 

Simi lar mean ings and sym bols of this colour can like wise be seen
in lit era ture. An ex am ple is the black veil (Czech černý závoj) in the
story Čtyry doby by Božena Něm cová. Here the black col our ap pears
in the con text of Chris tian sym bol ism in op po si tion to white, light,
shine and colour. A woman wear ing a black veil goes up stairs, and her
pil grim age is ac com pa nied by many nega tive at trib utes: dirt, dan ger,
fa tigue and dis ease, and above all by sin. When her sin is for given, the

black veil falls off her head, and she is again sur rounded by light and
colours (Vaňk ová 2003: 56–57). There fore, black ness primar ily
means sad ness, an at mos phere of gloom, pes si mism and mourn ing,
but also evil and horror. It is no dif fer ent in lit era ture, es pe cially in
Pol ish po etry (there are no rele vant stud ies of Lu sa tian writ ers’
works), where black is op posed to white and serves to ex press the op -
po site val ues: good – evil. Sometimes, as in Zbig niew Her bert’s po -
etry, both achro matic colours have been con sid ered key words, which
serve to “bring out the po etic ex pres sion of a real im age” (Ba dyda
2008: 67). In other Pol ish works, e.g. by Cyp rian Nor wid, they are
used to de scribe the world of plants and animals (Te leżyńska 1994:
VI–VII). In the lit era ture of other na tions we can find ex am ples of us -
ing the sym bolic mean ing of black, e.g. the black wind as a hell ish
pun ishment for the for ni ca tors in Dante’s Di vine Com edy or the black
poo dle sym bol iz ing the devil in Go ethe’s Faust (Ko pali ński 2006:
49).

This factually quite diverse and com plex sym bol ism of black is
con firmed by the combi na tions of words con tain ing the term “black”
and re fer ring to hu man life and the sur round ing na ture.

3. Mea nings and the con nec ti vi ty of the terms for the black co lour

Black un doubt edly be longs to the colours that are very closely re -
lated to the world of na ture, and it is among natural ob jects that the
pat tern or pro to type of this colour should be sought, which, ac cord ing
to Krystyna Waszakowa (2000: 22), con sti tutes the “centre of mean -
ing of a given name of colours – cate gory,” and “the pro to typi cal ref er -
ence of a given colour name is de ter mined by the most typi cal, na tural
and the most com mon ref er ences of this colour, i.e. cer tain types of
things, the best ex am ples and pat terns that this term evokes in the
speak ers’ aware ness.”

This is im por tant in for ma tion be cause, as Waszakowa rightly notes 
(2000: 23), “the ba sic names of colours as cate go ries de fined by the
pro to type re flect the im age of the world in the hu man mind and re flect
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its com mon (i.e. non-ency clopaedic) knowl edge about this world.”
She pres ents “hy po theti cal data” on the pro to types cor re spond ing to
the ba sic names of the black colour, among oth ers, in Czech and Pol -
ish. Accord ingly, as pro to types of the Czech term for “black” (černý),
she gives: night, coal, hair and eyes. As for Pol ish, she adopts, fol low -
ing Rysz ard To kar ski (2004), the di vi sion into quan ti ta tive black (the
de gree of dark ness) and quali ta tive (qual ity of the col our) – in both
cases night is the pro to type (Waszakowa 2000: 23). No data are avail -
able on the Up per Sor bian lan guage. Now let us con sider the set com -
pari sons found in the lan guages in ques tion.

Waszakowa’s night as the pro to type of black in Czech and Polish is 
con firmed by com pari sons oc cur ring in both lan guages whose dic -
tion ar ies give their dou ble mean ings: Czech (být) černý jako noc –
“(as) black as night”: 1. “deep black” (es pe cially, hair, eyes, etc.),
2. “(mor ally) re pul sive, dis gust ing”; and Pol. czarny jak noc – “(as)
black as night”: 1. “to tally, per fectly black,” 2. fa voura bly of “a dark-
 skinned per son” (cf. ktoś czarny jak noc – “some one is black as night,” 
li ter. “some one with dark skin and dark hair”). In the Up per Sor bian
lan guage, the com pari son čorny kaž nóc has been reg is tered in the Up -
per Sor bian text cor pus HOTKO, but these are sin gle ex am ples, cf. Jej
so zdaše, zo je so barba jeho wočow wot ze le neje na čornu kaž
nóc přeměniła (Žadyn happy- end. Zběrka ly riki a krót keje prozy,
Budyšin 2001).

In Czech and Pol ish dic tion ar ies, the Czech lex eme černý and the
Pol ish czarny are most fre quently de fined as “hav ing the col our of
black coal” (in Pol ish, also the col our of pitch). In Up per Sor bian dic -
tion ar ies, which are all bi lin gual, the lex eme čorny is de fined by its
Ger man equiva lent schwarz. This ref er ence is con firmed in all of the
three lan guages by the fixed com pari son mean ing “very black in col -
our” (e.g. eyes, hair, skin), but also “burned (e.g. meat),” cf. Czech
černý jako uhel – “(as) black as coal”; Pol. czarny jak węgiel and
USorb. čorny kaž (morwe /mortwe) wuhlo. All of the con fronted lan -
guages have the fol low ing simi les: Czech černý jako saze – “(as)
black as soot”; Pol. czarny jak sadza; USorb. čorny kaž sazy, as well as 

Czech černý jako smůla/smola – “(as) black as pitch”; Pol. czarny jak
smoła; USorb. čorny kaž smoła/kołmaz (kołmaz “lu bri cant”). They are 
used to say that some one or some thing is dirty. These ex tended mean -
ings also oc cur in the com bi na tion: Czech černý jako kominík – “black 
as a chimney- sweeper”; Pol. czarny jak komini arz; USorb. čorny kaž
saznik. Fur ther, the Czech word mean ing “dirty” oc curs in (být) černý
jako kolo maz/od kolo mazi – “(as) black as lu bri cant” and černý jako
bota – “(as) black as a shoe.” One should also note the Czech černý
jako zem – “(as) black as earth” and the Pol. czarny jak ziemia, while
the USorb. čorny kaž zemja ap pears only twice in the cor pus, and the
ex am ples of its us age come from older lit era ture and re fer to bread and 
pies. 

Other re corded com pari sons tes tify to the ex tended mean ings of
“black/dark- skinned”  “tanned” (How ever, this seems to con cern
mainly Czech and Pol ish: Czech (být) černý jako mouřenín – “black as 
blacka moor” and Pol. czarny jak Murzyn. In Up per Sor bian we have
one ex am ple of a plu ral us age, re corded in its cor pus: Hdyž za čerst -
wym powětrom hra bajo z pincy wuběžachmy, běchmy čorni kaž čor -
nuši (Jan Cyž, Ćernje na puću do swo body. Do pomn jenki wot nowem -
bra 1944 do kónca lěta 1945, Budyšin 1979). In Czech there is also
one such a com pari son černý jako ašant – “black as the Ashanti
people” (eth nic group in Ghana). Moreo ver, the col our of the skin can
be de scribed by the Czech černý jako eben and the Pol. czarny jak he -
ban – “(as) black as eb ony.” 

 Some com pari sons pre domi nantly re fer to hair (and ani mal hair),
cf. Czech černý jako havran – “black as a raven”; Pol. czarny jak kruk
– “(as) black as a raven” and USorb. čorny kaž wróna – “as black as
a crow” (also the older form: čorny kaž ra pak – “(as) black as
a raven”), and also Pol. czarny jak ak samit and the older USorb. čorny
kaž bo bak – “as black as fright,” čorny kaž kadołb – “as black as
a chim ney.” In sev eral or in all mean ings, i.e. “black, dirty, tanned,”
there are com pari sons: Czech (být) černý jako cikán/cikánka – “as
black as a Gypsy” and Pol. czarny jak Cygan, Czech (být) černý jako
čert i (být) černý jako ďábel – “as black as the devil”; Pol. czarny jak
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diabeł mean ing “dark haired, dark- skinned,” but also “dressed in
black.” Moreo ver, the mean ing of “pitch black” has ap peared in the
Pol ish book ish com pari son czarny jak atra ment and the older USorb.
čorny kaž mór – “as black as the Plague.”

Our analy sis leads to the con clu sion that the only ref er ence of
black to coal and soot2 as well as pitch and a chimney- sweeper can be
rec og nised as iden ti cal as to their mean ings in all the three lan guages.
Other com bi na tions of words are typi cal of one or two of the lan -
guages (most fre quently Czech and Polish).

Among the per ma nent com binations of words with the black
colour, there are also ref er ences to the world of plants and ani mals.
These are two- part names, one of the com po nents be ing the ad jec tive
černý – czarny – čorny, used in its lit eral sense. Black re fers to the
colour of some plant ele ment (mainly fruit or bark) or ani mal’s plum -
age, hair and colour. These types of com bi na tions mostly func tion as
names of spe cies, in which it is the colour that de fines a given spe cies
de fines, cf. plant names: Czech pepřov ník černý – “black pep per”
(Pol. pieprz czarny, USorb. čorny pop jer jowc), Czech borovice černá
– “black pine” (Pol. sosna czarna, USorb. čorna chójna), Czech li lek
černý – “black night shade” (Pol. psi anka czarna; USorb. čorne wró-
nidło), Czech to pol černý – “black pop lar” (Pol. to pola czarna;
USorb. čorny topoł); and ani mals: Czech čáp černý – “black stork”
(Pol. bo cian czarny; USorb. čorny baćon), Czech medvěd černý –
“Ameri can black bear” (Pol. niedźwiedź czarny; USorb. čorny
mjedwjedź), datel černý – “black wood pecker” (Pol. dzięcioł czarny;
USorb. čorny dy por nak/dy pak, also čorna žołma). These ex am ples
show that the black col our does not al ways ap pear in all of the com -
pared lan guages, cf. Czech pi lous černý – “wheat wee vil” (Pol. wołek
zbożowy; USorb. čorny račk). It can also hap pen that Up per Sor bian
(in the light of its lexi co graphi cal and cor pus data) some times lacks
the term for a given spe cies, cf. Czech lyska černá – “Eura sian coot”

(Pol. łyska zwyc zajna; the tex tual cor pus of Upper Sorbian notes only
two equiva lents in the sources dated to the 19th c. and the be gin ning of 
the 20th cc.: łysak oraz čor no jta kačka), Czech volavka černá – “black 
heron” (Pol. czapla czarna). It is rarely the case that black ap pears in
Up per Sor bian names and is absent in the other two lan guages: USorb. 
čorna wrónowka – “bog bil berry”; Czech vlochyně ba henní; Pol.
borówka bagi enna. 

Thus, in all three lan guages the name of the colour per forms the
same func tion and is used in the same mean ing, but there is no full
equiva lence be tween the com pared lan guages. This re sults from the
speci fic ity of bo tani cal and zoo logi cal no men cla ture. In turn, the lack
of a given term in the Up per Sor bian lan guage is re lated to the status of 
Up per Sor bian and the Sor bian lan guages in gen eral (their use is lim -
ited to cer tain com mu ni ca tive situa tions, mainly in the fam ily, at
school, in Sor bian in sti tu tions). As a re sult, many names of plant and
ani mal spe cies are miss ing; as a rule, the more spe cial ized the name or
term, the less likely it is to ap pear in the Up per Sorbian lan guage (the
speak ers’ needs are sat is fied by Ger man). This also ap plies to ex pres -
sions from the socio lect of hunt ers, e.g. Czech černá zvěř / černá –
“boars” and Pol. czarny zwierz / czarna zwierzyna, or Pol. czarna
stopa – “a field that was not cov ered with snow, so ani mals’ traces can -
not be seen.”

“Black” also ap pears in vari ous proper names (coun tries, seas,
rivers, etc.), but also here there are some dif fer ences, cf. Czech Černé
moře – “the Black Sea”; Pol. Morze Czarne; USorb. Čorne morjo and
Czech Černá Hora – “Mon te ne gro’: Pol. Czar nogóra; USorb. Mon te -
ne gro, but also Čor nohór ska, Čorna Hora. 

In the sphere of in ani mate na ture, which in cludes rocks, min er als,
met als, etc., the term for the black colour is as so ci ated with ob jects of
na ture, ex press ing neu tral and some times posi tive con no ta tions. Such
should be con sid ered, in ter alia, the Czech černé uhlí – “bi tu mi nous
coal, black coal”; cf. Pol. węgiel ka mienny (but also the ar chaic czarne 
złoto / czarny dia ment); USorb. kam jentne wuhlo, and the meton ymic
ex ten sions: Czech černé kovy – “tech ni cal iron,” černá me ta lur gie –
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“iron met al lurgy,” černé ře meslo – “metal crafts” and the Czech černé
umění – “print ing” and the Pol. czarna sztuka. 

A great number, if not most re corded com bi na tions of words, in -
clud ing, above all, phra se olo gisms, are re lated to the se man tic sphere
concerning hu mans (ap pear ance, but also at ti tude, be haviour or char ac -
ter). It should be noted that quite of ten there are meta phori cal and me -
ton ymic shifts here. In re la tion to man in the lit eral sense, “black” re -
fers to his/her ex ter nal ap pear ance, in clud ing the afore men tioned hair
and eyes: Czech černé vlasy/oči; Pol. czarne włosy/oczy; USorb. Čor-
ne włosy, čorne/čor nej woči. Simi larly, “black” re fers to the col our of
the skin, e.g. the Czech černý člověk – “a per son be long ing to the
black race, with dark skin,” černé ple meno – “black tribe,” černý otrok
– “black slave” and the Pol. czarny człow iek, czarne plemię, czarny
nie wol nik (old us age, Pol. czarny to war – “Af ri can slaves for sale”) –
cf. USorb. čorny čłowjek, but kmjen čor nuchow / čor nuchowski kmjen;
the com bi na tion “black slave” has not been docu mented. Among the
re corded ex am ples, there is a shift in the mean ing ex pressed with the
ad jec tive “black” from “skin colour” to “the con ti nent inhab ited by
black peo ple, Af rica” (Czech černý con ti nent; Pol. Czarny Kon tynent / 
Czarny Ląd; USorb. čorny kon ti nent) or 1. “in habi tants of black Af -
rica,” 2. “part of Africa to the south of the Sa hara, mostly in hab ited by
black popu la tion” (Czech černá Af rika; Pol. Czarna Afryka; USorb.
čorna Af rika). In ad di tion, in Czech and Pol ish, shifts in mean ing from 
“skin colour” to “a type of ac tiv ity (art, mu sic, etc.) per formed by
black peo ple” have been re corded: Czech černá/čer nošská hudba,
černé/čer nošské blues; Pol. czarna muzyka, czarny blues (also czarny
soul). There are no such set phrases in Up per Sor bian, which may be
re lated to the fact that they be long to some spe cial ist lexis (cf. the re -
marks above).

Re fer ring to the skin col our, black also con veys the mean ing
“dirty”: Czech černé nohy, černé ruce – “dirty hands, dirty legs”; Pol. 
czarne nogi, czarne ręce (cf. also czarno za/pod paznok ciami – “black,
dirty nails”); USorb. čorne/čor nej nohi/noze, čor nej ruce.

In the con text of black re fer ring to the colour of the skin, there re -
main obso lete terms of dis eases, e.g. “the Pes ti lence, the Plague”
(Czech černá smrt – “the Black Death”; Pol. czarna śmierć; USorb.
čorna smjerć) or “small pox” (Czech černé neštovice; Pol. czarna
ospa; USorb. čorne jětra). Ad di tion ally, Czech has the name of chil-
dren’s dis ease černý kašel – “whoop ing cough” (Pol. krztusiec; USorb.
dušacy/dušaty/tor hacy kašel).

In the lit eral sense, the ad jec tive black re fers to hu man cloth ing,
e.g. gen er ally “black clothes” (Czech černý oblek; Pol. czarne ubra -
nie; USorb. čorna dra sta) or meta phori cal “a sim ple, for mal knee-
 length black dress” (Czech malé černé, Pol. mała czarna).

With re gard to clothes, black can also con note “mourn ing, grief,”
which is ex pressed in Czech and Up per Sorbian phrases mean ing “to
wear mourn ing”: Czech být/bejt/cho dit v černém/černým, USorb.
čorny chodźić. In Up per Sor bian there is also “ma te rial sym bol is ing
mourn ing, pall” – čorny flor (cf. Germ. Trau er flor). 

Black clothes usu ally have nega tive con no ta tions. In ad di tion to
mourn ing, they can mean ex tremely re ac tion ary views, most of ten fas -
cist. There are many ex am ples of this type of con nec tion with black,
but they ap pear only in Czech and Pol ish: Czech černé košile – “hist.
Ital ian para mili tary or gani za tion of a fas cist char ac ter founded in 1923 
by Be nito Mus so lini; its mem bers wore black shirts; the Na zis, fas -
cists (Ital ian Na zis); Black shirts”; Pol. czarne koszule; Czech černá
sotňa 1. “the ex treme anti- democratic style in poli tics and its sup port -
ers; also a mi li tia fight ing the sup port ers of de moc racy,” 2. old Rus -
sian “mili tia cre ated by the tsar ist authori ties from rep re sen ta tives of
the so cial lower classes in or der to fight the revo lu tion and at tack
Jews, Ar me ni ans – the Black Hun dred”; Pol. czarna sot nia; Czech
černá ruka (also řádit jako černá ruka) “a per pe trator of some im por -
tant ac tion, wreaking havoc; origi nally a Ser bian con spira to rial orga-
ni za tion founded in Bel grade in August 1901 by a group of Ser bian
na tion al ists that or gan ized the as sas si na tion of Arch duke Franz Ferdi -
nand; the Black Hand”; Pol. Czarna Ręka. The few ex cep tions show
slightly more com plex con no ta tions: Czech Černí pan teři – “the
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Ameri can po liti cal or gani za tion pro tecting black people in the United
States and fighting for their rights; the Black Pan ther Party”; Pol.
Czarne Pan tery (the ab bre vi ated name of Par tia Czarnych Pan ter).
Here, black does not only re fer to black clothes, but above all to the
sym bol of the or gani za tion, i.e. the black pan ther. The ref er ence to the
skin colour is also im por tant here.

All the above- mentioned com bi na tions of words with black be long 
to the so- called winged words, or more broadly, to Eu ro pe an isms.
This type of vocabu lary has not been re corded in the Up per Sor bian
lan guage as a mi nor ity lan guage, whose use is re stricted to cer tain
spheres of life (see above).

Black, once a sym bol of hu mil ity and mod esty, has sur vived to this
day mainly in priests and semi nari ans’ cas socks as well as in hab its of
some re lig ious or ders (cf. Ko pali ński 2006: 49), e.g. the Czech černá
mše – “an ob so lete term for All Souls Mass cele brated in a black
chasu ble” or the Pol. czarne bractwo – “Jesuits.” In Czech the ad jec -
tive black con veys very pe jo rative con no ta tions in such ex pres sions
as černý pták, lit er ary “a priest, cleri cal ist” (also “a fas cist” or “an
SS-man”) and černý Řím – “cleri cal or fas cist”; Pol. czarny – con -
temp tu ously of a Catho lic cler gy man.

Black clothes are also as so ci ated with the clothes of the devil or
sor cerer, and later also with a  ma gi cian (Ko pali ński 2006: 48), hence
the Czech ex pres sion černý anděl – “the devil, Satan as sum ing a mask
of good ness”; Pol. czarny anioł; USorb. čorny jandźel (this is also the
mean ing of the com bi na tion čorny Ju rij that has no obvious connection).
Here the mean ing of black has been ex tended to all ac tivi ties re lated to 
un clean forces: Czech černá magie – “magic us ing the power of evil;
black magic”; Pol. czarna magia; USorb. čorna magija. To day this
con nec tion is chiefly used in a figu ra tive sense as some thing dif fi cult
to know, learn, un der stand; some thing vague, mys te ri ous. This se -
man tic sphere additionally in cludes the Czech černá mše – “in the
Satanic prac tice it is a parody of li turgy to call evil spir its; Black
Mass” and the Pol. czarna msza.

In all the ana lysed lan guages, the colour black in re la tion to hu -
mans usu ally con tains a nega tive as sess ment: Czech černá ovce (also
být čer nou ovcí) – “some one com pro mis ing the com mu nity to which
he/she be longs; out cast”; Pol. czarna owca and USorb. čorna wowca /
čorny bo ran; Czech černý hrdina – “a lit erary or film hero with bad
char ac ter traits; an gry, per verse, de mor al ized”; Pol. czarny bo -
hater/charak ter; czarna krew – col loq. “a mean, bad char ac ter”;
czarny lud – hu mor ous “peo ple or in sti tu tions to whom the propa -
ganda as cribes all nega tive quali ties in or der to fo cus the re luc tance of
the so ci ety on them.” The fol low ing phrases also ex press nega tive
feel ings: Czech být na černé listině (cf. also být černě zapsán) – “have
a bad opin ion”; Pol. być/znajdować się na czar nej liście; USorb. na
čor nej lisćinje stać (cf. Germ. auf der schwar zen Liste ste hen).

Cer tain ex cep tions are phrases ex press ing a posi tive as sess ment,
e.g. the Czech černý kůň – “a per son or thing that un ex pect edly wins
a com pe ti tion by beat ing ri vals who were ini tially thought to have
a bet ter chance of win ning”; Pol. czarny koń; USorb. čorny kóń, while
the Czech černý vzadu in its sec ond mean ing: “a mod est man, not try -
ing to get an ex posed po si tion” is posi tive but its first mean ing: “a per -
son with great in flu ence, act ing cov ertly; émi nence grise” rather ex -
presses an un fa vour able col our ing.

The terms for the black col our used to re fer to hu mans usually de -
note their bad mood and men tal state. Here black ex presses “gloomin -
ess, pes si mism, a bad situa tion” and some times “aver sion, ha tred”:
Czech vidět něco v černých barvách / dívat se na něco černými
brýlemi / dívat se na svět černě – “be a pes si mist”; Pol. wi- dzieć w
czarnych bar wach/kolo rach / patrzeć na świat przez czarne oku lary,
USorb. čornje widźeć (cf. Germ. Schwarz se hen); Czech líčit/ma lo -
vat/vylíčit něco černými bar vami/v černých barvách/černě – “present
some thing in a pes si mis tic or tragic way”; Pol. kreślić/ma lować/
/przed stawiać/uka zy wać coś w czarnych bar wach/kolo rach / lit er ary,
ma lować czarnymi far bami / ubierać coś w czarne barwy, as well as
the USorb. čornje hla dać – “look hos tile, be hos tile.” This se man tic
sphere also in cludes the fol low ing set phrases: Czech černé myšlenky
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– “bad feel ings, bad mood, de pres sion”; Pol. czarne myśli; Czech
černý nevděk – “mean ness, un grate ful be haviour to wards a per son to
whom grati tude is due”; Pol. czarna niewdzięc zność; Czech černý scé -
nář – “pes si mis tic predic tions of the course of events”; Pol. czarny
sce nari usz (coś prze widuje/zakłada), and also the Czech černé svědo-
mí – “guilty con science,” černý skutek – “an evil deed, act,” černé
úmysly – “bad in ten tions,” bejt čer nej/švorc – “have no money,” and
the Pol. czarna roz pacz – “great de spair, a sense of hope less ness, mis -
for tune,” czarna pot warz – com monly “false ac cu sa tion, slan der, ca lum-
ny,” czarne pod nie bi enie – lit er ary “mal ice, ten dency to ag gres sion.” 

In the se man tic sphere re fer ring to hu mans we should also note the
Czech zap sat/zazna me nat něco černým pís mem – “re mem ber as a tra-
gic event” and the Pol. zapi sać (się) czarnymi lit erami. Here black ex -
presses “trag edy, sad ness.” 

 These mean ings show a clear quan ti ta tive dif fer ence between
Czech and Pol ish on the one hand, and Up per Sor bian, on the other.
Many Up per Sor bian com bi na tions of words are miss ing, proba bly
due to the fact that they are of ten set phrases be longing to the higher
reg is ter of this lan guage.

In the se man tic sphere con cern ing the world and ele ments, black
re fers to light in a natu ral way: Czech černá noc – “a dark night”; Pol.
czarna noc; USorb. čorna nóc. Yet, here the re sult ing com bi na tions of
words in their figu ra tive mean ings largely con cern man al though in
this case the time and rhythm of na ture are equally im por tant: day,
month, mo ment, mo ment, pe riod, etc., for ex am ple the Pol. czarny ok -
res w czyimś życiu/życi or ysie/dzie jach/his to rii and so on, lit er ary, dif -
fi cult, un fa vour able time. The term “black” has a nega tive con no ta tion 
in the Czech černý den – “a tragic, un for tu nate day”; Pol. czarny
dzień; USorb. čorny dźeń. Any day of the week can be such a tragic
day, but most of ten in all the lan guages the ad jec tive black is re lated to
a Fri day: Czech černý pátek – “a day full of tragic events”; Pol. czarny
piątek; Usorb. čorny pjatk. Cur rently, in Czech and Pol ish this phrase
has as sumed an ad di tional posi tive mean ing as a day of sales: Black
Fri day. Some times un for tu nate events fol low one an other and then we

talk about “a se ries of bad events”: Czech černá se rie; Pol. czarna se -
ria; USorb. čorna se rija. In Pol ish and Up per Sor bian there are also
set phrases: Pol. czarna godz ina – “a pe riod of the great est dif fi cul ties, 
trou bles; mis for tune” and USorb. čorna hodźina; cf. Pol. przy chodzi
na ko goś czarna godz ina – “some one be gins to have dif fi cul ties and
trou bles” i odkładać/zostawiać/zachowy wać itp. na czarną godz inę –
“to stock up; to do things that will be use ful in times of dif fi culty.” The
Czech ver bal ex pres sion držet čer nou hodinku means “to chat, to feast
in the even ing, in the dark”; there fore, the black col our is re lated to the
time of the day and the amount of light. Ad di tion ally, it can re fer to
vis ual im pres sions as in the say ings: Czech potmě každá kočka/kráva
černá and Pol. w nocy wszyst kie koty są czarne (or szare/bure) in the
mean ing of “eve ry thing seems the same in the mass; in the crowd they
all seem alike” and Czech (bylo tam) lidí až černo; Pol. czarny tłum –
“a lot of peo ple (gath ered or in a small area).” 

Other im por tant ob jects of ref er ence are clouds (Czech černé
mraky – “black clouds”; Pol. czarne chmury; USorb. čorne mróčele).
In Pol ish czarne chmury is also used in the lit er ary form as “an -
nouncing trou bles, rows, un pleas ant ness” and in the phra se olo gism
czarne chmury (nad kimś) się gro madzą/zbierają/po jawiły/ze brały/
/zgromadziły/zawisły mean ing “some one is threat ened by an unfa-
vourable situa tion” (cf. Pol. czarna dzi ura – lit er ary “a dif fi cult situa -
tion from which it is im pos si ble to get out” and ktoś jest w czar nej
dupie – vulg. “some one is in a very un fa vour able situa tion and has no
change of im prov ing it”). 

In this se man tic sphere, an ex am ple of a neu tral or posi tive con no -
ta tion can be the com bi na tions of words: Czech černý hu mor – “pre -
sent ing tragic things in a hu mor ous way”; Pol. czarny hu mor; USorb.
čorny hu mor; Czech černá kome die – “a kind of com edy in which se ri -
ous mat ters are pre sented hu mor ously”; Pol. czarna kome dia; USorb.
čorna kome dia. 

A very in ter est ing seman tic sphere is hu man ac tivi ties in the field
of eco nom ics and econ omy. Here, the mean ing is shifted from “black,
dark” to “se cret, il le gal, for bid den, se cre tive.” In this se man tic sphere, 
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we can ob serve a lot of simi lari ties be tween the com pared lan guages,
but also some sig nifi cant dif fer ences. The Up per Sor bian lan guage,
clearly un der the in flu ence of Ger man, is quite dis tinct. So we have
vari ous combi na tions of words in these lan guages: Czech černý trh/
/obchod – “il le gal trade”; Pol. czarny ry nek/giełda; USorb. čorne
wiki/wikow anje; Czech dělat na černo – “il le gally, with out proper
documents en ti tling to be em ployed”; Pol. pra cować na czarno (cf.
Pol. czarna ro bota – “sim ple, hard and poorly paid job”) and USorb.
čornje dźěłać (cf. Germ. schwarzar be iten); Czech práce na černo –
“il le gal em ploy ment”; Pol. praca na czarno and USorb. čorne dźěło
(cf. Germ. Schwarzar beit). Some times Pol ish lacks simi lar phrases,
e.g. the Czech černý ob chodník – “il le gal trader” and USorb. čor-
ny wikowar – cf. Pol. nie le galny hand larz; Czech černá cena – “black
mar ket price” and USorb. płaćizna na čornych wikach (cf. Germ.
Schwarz marktpreis) – cf. Pol. cena czar no ryn kowa; Czech černé
konto – “il le gal bank ac count”; USorb. čorne konto (cf. Germ.
schwarzes Konto) – cf. Pol. nie le galne konto ban kowe; Czech jet na
černo – “trav el ling with out a ticket” (also Czech černý pasažér –
“a pas sen ger who does not have a ticket”) and USorb. čornje jěć (cf.
Germ. schwarzfahren) – cf. Pol. jechać na gapę, and also Czech černý
poslu chač rozhlasu – “a per son who il le gally lis tens to the ra dio with -
out pay ing sub scrip tion reve nue” (Pol. pajęc zarz) and USorb. čor-
nje poskać/słuchać (cf. Germ. schwarz hören). There are still many
ref er ences to black in this se man tic sphere in par ticu lar lan guages:
Czech černý fond – “il le gal fund,” černé mzdy – “il le gal wages” or
Pol. czarny PR/piar/pi jar – pe jo ra tive “all dis hon est meth ods and
propa ganda ac tivi ties aimed at dis cred it ing com pe ti tion.” As one can
see, in this se man tic sphere many set phrases with black have
developed in more re cent times. This sphere seems to be open and
ready to include new ref er ences and com bi na tions of words.

As it has been em pha sized many times, the term for the black
colour usu ally has nega tive con no ta tions. How ever, there are (few)
ex am ples of set com bi na tions where black con notes a posi tive as sess -
ment, e.g. Czech tre fit (se) do černého, USorb. do čor neho trje-

chić/třělić (z něčim) – “achieve the goal, cap ture the es sence of things;
hit the mark” (cf. Germ. ins Schwarze tref fen) – cf. Pol. trafić w sedno
/ strzał w dzi esiątkę; Czech mířit/zamířit do černého – “be close, get
closer to grasp ing the es sence of some thing; touch the core of the mat -
ter”; Czech (být/zůstat/držet se) v černých číslech – “in the blank, with
a posi tive bal ance” and USorb. čorne ličby pi sać – “show prof its.”3 

The Pol ish phrases czarny marsz mean ing “a march of peo ple pro -
test ing against crime, es pe cially against mur ders, usu ally tak ing place
in si lence” and czarna procesja – “a march through the streets of the
city of peo ple who want to dem on strate their sup port for a cause or
com memo rate a tragic event” have a posi tive con no ta tion al though
black sym bol izes trag edy, sad ness and mourn ing.

The term for the black colour re fers to vari ous types of artefacts. It
is im pos si ble to list all the ref er ences in a short pa per. How ever, it can
gen er ally be stated that in this se man tic sphere, black is re peat edly as -
so ci ated with a neu tral evalua tion and con veys the mean ing of “black” 
and “dark,” e.g. Czech černá (školní) tabule – “school black board”;
Pol. czarna tablica; USorb. čorna tafla or Czech černé brýle –
“glasses with dark lenses”; Pol. czarne/ciemne oku lary, USorb. čorna
bryla / čorne na woči. Some times there may be a shift in mean ing, cf.
Pol. czarny sport – lit er ary “mo tor cy cle speed way”; Czech černá
kronika – “(in a news pa per) the sec tion on ac ci dents, etc.”

Yet, at times we are deal ing with a nega tive un der tone, which is as -
so ci ated with a change of mean ing; black con notes “evil” and “shame -
ful,” cf. Czech černá lis tina – “a list of peo ple or com pa nies that have
done some thing wrong, or things con sid ered un de sir able”: Pol. czarna 
lista/księga, USorb. čorna lisćina czy Pol. czarna tec zka – “docu-
ments com pro mis ing some one.” This se man tic sphere also in cludes
“the name of the card game in which play ers avoid the card called
‘Peter’ – the only card without a pair; the player with this card in hand
loses the game; Black Pe ter”: Czech černý Petr; Pol. Czarny Pio truś;

3 Also, for example in Japanese culture, “black” in economy, settlements or
family budget means a profit (Zakrzewska 2012: 189). 
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USorb. čorny pětr (cf. USorb. with the phra se olo gism čor neho Pětra
přis unyć/přisu wać někomu – “to blame some one for some thing” – cf.
Germ. je man dem den schwar zen Pe ter zuschie ben). 

In such com bi na tions as the Czech černá skříňka – “a de vice in an
air plane (or other ve hi cle) re cord ing data used to in ves ti gate the
causes of a break down or a crash; black box”; Pol. czarna skrzynka;
USorb. black box (cf. Germ. Black box) or Czech černá známka –
“a marked area or sec tion of road where there are par ticu larly high
levels of ac ci dents; Black Spot Pro gram” and Pol. czarny punkt,
the term for “black” connotes “tra gedy, grief” and not the lit eral mean -
ing “black” (the box is ac tu ally or ange so that it could eas ily be
found).

Inter est ing ele ments of this se man tic sphere are the com bi na tions
of black with ob jects re lated to cuisine (food and drink). In this case,
we usu ally deal with a neu tral con no ta tion. De spite the speci fic ity of
this sphere of hu man life, there are many combi na tions com mon to all
the lan guages com pared. It should be noted that the simi lari ties most
of ten con cern ba sic prod ucts, e.g. Czech černý čaj – “black tea”; Pol.
czarna her bata (also czarna smoła mean ing hu mor ously “very strong
tea”); USorb. čorny čaj, Czech černá káva – “cof fee with out milk or
cream”; Pol. czarna (cf. duża/mała czarna – dated “a big or small cup
of cof fee,” pół czar nej – “a small cup of cof fee”); USorb. čorny ko fej;
Czech černá polévka – “ani mal blood soup”; Pol. czarna polewka (old 
nega tive use: “soup served to the ap pli cant as a sign of re fusal”);
USorb. čorna po liwka (one us age in the tex tual cor pus). To day, how -
ever, the con no ta tion changes now and again; this ap plies to prod ucts
in which black re fers to natu ral, whole some, healthy and valu able
prod ucts for the hu man or gan ism, once con sid ered to be of lower
quality and poor peo ple’s food, e.g. Czech černý chleb – “whole meal
bread, baked with whole meal flour”; Pol. czarny chleb; USorb. čorny
chleb (cf. Ko mor owska 2010: 111).

Apart from the afore men tioned simi lari ties, there are dif fer ences
and combi na tions of words that are typi cal only for two or one of these 
lan guages, e.g. Czech černé pivo; USorb. čorne piwo – cf. Pol. ciemne

piwo; Czech černá tlačenka – “an of fal prod uct made us ing ani mal’s
blood”; Pol. czarny sal ce son – cf. USorb. krejna kołbasa (cf. Germ.
Blutwurst); Czech ryba/zajíc na černo (also načerno) – “fish, hare in
dark sweet souse”; USorb. čorna juška (cf. Germ. Schwarzbrühe) – cf. 
Pol. czarny sos pol ski – “sauce ac cord ing to an old Pol ish rec ipe; to
ob tain its dark colour, plum jam and burnt straw were added.” The
analy sis of the above ma te rial shows that terms for the black col our
con note both “black” and “dark.” Some times, in re la tion to artefacts,
the ad jec tive black also in tro duces the mean ing of “dirty”: Pol. coś jest 
czarne od brudu – con temp tu ously “ex tremely dirty,” czarna smoła –
“some thing very dark and also filthy.” 

Fi nally, the term “black” should also be men tioned in com bi na tion
with the white colour. In this type of set phra se ologi cal ex pres sions
and phrases, black and white ap pear in op po si tion, but it is not only
about good – evil. These com bi na tions use the con trast and clar ity of
both colours: Czech dělat z bílého černé/z černého bíle – “in sist that
black is white”; Pol. (ro bić) z białego czarne/z czar nego białe (also
mówić czarne na białe/białe na czarne); Czech (nebýt) ani bílý, ani
černý / (ne bejt) ani bílej, ani čer nej – “(be) some what bland”; Pol. ani
czarno, ani biało / ani czarne, ani białe. Czech also has neříci ani
černé, ani bílé – “not to com ment on any mat ter, not to take a po si -
tion.” On the other hand, in all the three lan guages there are winged
words from Go ethe’s Faust al though they are used in slightly dif fer ent
mean ings: Czech (dát někomu něco/do stat něco od někoho/mít něco)
černé na bílém; USorb. čorne/čorno na běłym – “let or have some-
thing in black and white,” and Pol. czarno/czarne na białym – “un -
doubt edly, clearly, ex plic itly” (cf. Orłoś, Hor nik 1996, p. 47). In
Polish there is also wykazywać komuś czarno na białym, że… – lit er ary 
“prove with con vinc ing ar gu ments.” In turn, in Up per Sor bian we note 
běłe a čorne/čorne a běłe rěčeć někomu – “un suc cess fully per suad ing
some one.” 
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4. Sum mary

The con ducted analy sis has con firmed my ini tial hy pothe sis of
a high con cep tu ali za tion of the terms for the black colour in the three
West Slavic lan guages. The simi lari ties con cern the di rec tion of the
de vel op ment of the mean ings and ref er ences of the terms for “black”
within par ticu lar se man tic spheres (e.g. in terms of mean ing re lated to
hu mans, black most of ten con notes what is bad, sad, dark and even
tragic in peo ple’s lives), as well as in the sym bol ism of blackness.
Some pro to type ref er ences (coal, soot) are also com mon. All this is
an other sig nifi cant ar gu ment proving the hy pothe sis put for ward by
lin guists (cf. Waszakowa 2003: 66) stat ing that there are some ba sic,
uni ver sal pat terns and mod els in hu man per cep tion and con cep tu ali za -
tion of the world. Moreo ver, this is sug gested by the given Eng lish
idio matic ex pres sions (equiva lents) or the afore men tioned par al lels in
the Japa nese language and cul ture.

The pre sented ex am ples of the dif fer ences re late pri mar ily to the
rich ness of com bi na tions of the terms for the black colour with the
names of ob jects to which they re late; the dif fer ences in the mean ings
of the in di vid ual phrases are rare. It should be noted that at this point
the Upper Sor bian lan guage dif fers since a clear in flu ence of Ger man
can be seen in its cer tain se man tic ranges. This is a re sult of its mi nor -
ity status and of the Sorbs’ bi lin gual ism.

The Czech, Pol ish and Up per Sor bian dia lect ma te rials could cer -
tainly pro vide an in ter est ing com ple ment to the lin guis tic im age of the 
world de fined by the terms for the black colour used in these three lan -
guages. Tak ing the ex am ple of the Pol ish dia lects, it can be said that
the ad jec tive black is com monly used re gard less of the ob ject be ing
de fined, and its mean ing is con nected with that of the ad jec tive dirty.
Black is also more com mon in dia lects com pared to the li terary lan -
guage. In the lan guage used by the older gen era tion, black is used, al -
most with out ex cep tion, to de note a per son with dark hair, called bru -
net in the lit er ary lan guage (Zaręba 1954: 18–19). 

transl. Maria Kantor
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