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Abstract

In European culture the colour black has quite a diverse and complex symbolism,
which is also confirmed in the phrases containing black and referring to human life
and the surrounding nature. This article is a comparative analysis of the meanings
(figurative and literal) and connotations of the term “black” in three genetically close
languages: Czech, Polish and Upper Sorbian. The comparative approach has brought
out both the similarities in the conceptualization of this colour and its connotations,
which are typical for two languages or only one. The semantic connotations of black
in the analysed languages ??confirm their high compliance, which results from the
linguistic and cultural proximity. The differences relate primarily to the wealth of ex-
pressions that implement the appropriate connotations. 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 expressions), which results from the
closeness of Upper Sorbian with German.

1. Introduction

The term “black” in Czech and Polish, as one of the neutral colours
(apart from white and grey), has become the subject of interest of lin-
guists, including Teresa Zofia Ortos (2005) and Agata Ostrowska-
Knapik (2010). However, their studies focus on the analysis of phrase-
ological relations containing the names of the black colour in both lan-
guages from the perspective of the Czech-Polish phraseological equi-
valence. As for the Polish language, there are also publications by
Ewa Komorowska (2010, 2011), in which the subject of the seman-
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tic-cognitive description is the black colour occurring in Polish and
Russian linguistic expressions.

This paper analyses the meanings (figurative and literal) and con-
notations of the basic terms for “black” in three languages: Czech,
Polish and Upper Sorbian, i.e. cerny, czarny and corny. In some cases
the adverbs deriving from the adjectives have been considered: Czech
— Cerno/Cerné, Pol. — czarno and USorb. — cornje. The analysis aims as
defining the ways of the conceptualization of the black colour as well
as establishing the linguistic and cultural references and connotations.
In turn, the adopted comparative background is intended to bring out
both the similarities in the conceptualization of this colour, resulting
from the linguistic and cultural proximity, as well as the meanings and
scopes of reference, typical only for the Czech or the other two com-
pared languages.

The material bases for the analysis are dictionaries and corpus data
(see the Bibliography). Considering the state of Upper Sorbian lexi-
cography, the latter are especially important to the Upper Sorbian lan-
guage. However, due to the limitation of the volume of the article,
only a selection of materials will be presented here, illustrating the
meanings and references of the discussed terms for the black colour to
real objects placed in the structure of the semantic spheres of the
world, which include, for example, man, animate and inanimate na-
ture or artefacts. Since the aim is not to note all the combinations of
words and their variants, but to provide a general description of the use
of “black” in all the three languages and to attempt to cover the whole
issue, indicating the similarities and differences. It should be noted
that the choice of the compared languages is not accidental: on the one
hand, they are languages belonging to the same language group,
which allows us to assume the existence of considerable similarities,
on the other — Upper Sorbian, as a minority language, may differ from
Czech and Polish on the subject matter discussed here.

The present article fits into the already quite rich current of re-
search on the semantics of terms for colours in languages and cultures.
Important studies dealing with this issue include, among others, two
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volumes edited by Renata Grzegorczykowa and Krystyna Waszakowa
(2000, 2003), resulting from an international project entitled Studia
z semantyki porownawczej [Studies in comparative semantics]. Their
worked-out specifications concerning the methodology of description
have inspired and modelled this study.

2. The symbolism of the colour black

In the European cultural circle, the symbolism of black is quite un-
ambiguous — it is commonly associated with negative features. Ac-
cording to Wtadystaw Kopalinski (2006: 48), blackness is a symbol of
evil, hatred, immorality, deception as well as danger, destruction, ca-
tastrophe, sadness and tragedy.

In addition, the black colour symbolizes death and mourning.'
Black as an expression of mourning is a Roman custom, borrowed
from the ancient Egyptians (Kopalinski 2003: 194). Sometimes black
is also associated with superstition, witchcraft, mysterious forces and
fear. In Christianity, on the one hand, it is a symbol of sin, penance,
Lent and Good Friday, and on the other — a sign of love and instinctive
and maternal femininity, which is reflected in the numerous Black
Madonnas as destinations of pilgrimages. Moreover, blackness is as-
sociated with hell, the devil and darkness (Kopalinski 2006: 48—49).
Black, especially in the East, is also a symbol of inferiority and slavery
(Kopalinski 2003: 194).

Similar meanings and symbols of this colour can likewise be seen
in literature. An example is the black veil (Czech cerny zavoj) in the
story Ctyry doby by Bozena Némcova. Here the black colour appears
in the context of Christian symbolism in opposition to white, light,
shine and colour. A woman wearing a black veil goes upstairs, and her
pilgrimage is accompanied by many negative attributes: dirt, danger,
fatigue and disease, and above all by sin. When her sin is forgiven, the

! For centuries black, as the colour of mourning, has been used in funeral rites
and in Holy Masses for the dead. Yet, now violet is more commonly used at fu-
nerals to emphasize Christian hope (Wrzata 2017).
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black veil falls off her head, and she is again surrounded by light and
colours (Vankova 2003: 56-57). Therefore, blackness primarily
means sadness, an atmosphere of gloom, pessimism and mourning,
but also evil and horror. It is no different in literature, especially in
Polish poetry (there are no relevant studies of Lusatian writers’
works), where black is opposed to white and serves to express the op-
posite values: good — evil. Sometimes, as in Zbigniew Herbert’s po-
etry, both achromatic colours have been considered key words, which
serve to “bring out the poetic expression of a real image” (Badyda
2008: 67). In other Polish works, e.g. by Cyprian Norwid, they are
used to describe the world of plants and animals (Telezynska 1994:
VI=VII). In the literature of other nations we can find examples of us-
ing the symbolic meaning of black, e.g. the black wind as a hellish
punishment for the fornicators in Dante’s Divine Comedy or the black
poodle symbolizing the devil in Goethe’s Faust (Kopalinski 2006:
49).

This factually quite diverse and complex symbolism of black is
confirmed by the combinations of words containing the term “black”
and referring to human life and the surrounding nature.

3. Meanings and the connectivity of the terms for the black colour

Black undoubtedly belongs to the colours that are very closely re-
lated to the world of nature, and it is among natural objects that the
pattern or prototype of this colour should be sought, which, according
to Krystyna Waszakowa (2000: 22), constitutes the “centre of mean-
ing of a given name of colours — category,” and “the prototypical refer-
ence of a given colour name is determined by the most typical, natural
and the most common references of this colour, i.e. certain types of
things, the best examples and patterns that this term evokes in the
speakers’ awareness.”

This is important information because, as Waszakowa rightly notes
(2000: 23), “the basic names of colours as categories defined by the
prototype reflect the image of the world in the human mind and reflect
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its common (i.e. non-encyclopaedic) knowledge about this world.”
She presents “hypothetical data” on the prototypes corresponding to
the basic names of the black colour, among others, in Czech and Pol-
ish. Accordingly, as prototypes of the Czech term for “black” (cerny),
she gives: night, coal, hair and eyes. As for Polish, she adopts, follow-
ing Ryszard Tokarski (2004), the division into quantitative black (the
degree of darkness) and qualitative (quality of the colour) — in both
cases night is the prototype (Waszakowa 2000: 23). No data are avail-
able on the Upper Sorbian language. Now let us consider the set com-
parisons found in the languages in question.

Waszakowa'’s night as the prototype of black in Czech and Polish is
confirmed by comparisons occurring in both languages whose dic-
tionaries give their double meanings: Czech (byt) cerny jako noc —
“(as) black as night”: 1. “deep black” (especially, hair, eyes, etc.),
2. “(morally) repulsive, disgusting”; and Pol. czarny jak noc — “(as)
black as night”: 1. “totally, perfectly black,” 2. favourably of “a dark-
skinned person” (cf. ktos czarny jak noc — “someone is black as night,”
liter. “someone with dark skin and dark hair”). In the Upper Sorbian
language, the comparison corny kaz noc has been registered in the Up-
per Sorbian text corpus HOTKO, but these are single examples, cf. Jej
so zdase, zo je so barba jeho wocow wot zeleneje na Cornu kaz
néc preménila (Zadyn happy-end. Zbérka lyriki a krétkeje prozy,
Budysin 2001).

In Czech and Polish dictionaries, the Czech lexeme cerny and the
Polish czarny are most frequently defined as “having the colour of
black coal” (in Polish, also the colour of pitch). In Upper Sorbian dic-
tionaries, which are all bilingual, the lexeme corny is defined by its
German equivalent schwarz. This reference is confirmed in all of the
three languages by the fixed comparison meaning “very black in col-
our” (e.g. eyes, hair, skin), but also “burned (e.g. meat),” cf. Czech
Cerny jako uhel — “(as) black as coal”; Pol. czarny jak wegiel and
USorb. corny kaz (morwe /mortwe) wuhlo. All of the confronted lan-
guages have the following similes: Czech cerny jako saze — “(as)
black as soot”; Pol. czarny jak sadza; USorb. corny kaz sazy, as well as
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Czech cerny jako smiila/smola — “(as) black as pitch”; Pol. czarny jak
smota; USorb. corny kaz smota/kotmaz (kotmaz “lubricant”). They are
used to say that someone or something is dirty. These extended mean-
ings also occur in the combination: Czech cerny jako kominik —“black
as a chimney-sweeper”; Pol. czarny jak kominiarz; USorb. corny kaz
saznik. Further, the Czech word meaning “dirty” occurs in (by?) cerny
Jjako kolomaz/od kolomazi — “(as) black as lubricant” and cerny jako
bota — “(as) black as a shoe.” One should also note the Czech cerny
jako zem — “(as) black as earth” and the Pol. czarny jak ziemia, while
the USorb. corny kaz zemja appears only twice in the corpus, and the
examples of its usage come from older literature and refer to bread and
pies.

Other recorded comparisons testify to the extended meanings of
“black/dark-skinned” — “tanned” (However, this seems to concermn
mainly Czech and Polish: Czech (byt) cerny jako mouienin—“black as
blackamoor” and Pol. czarny jak Murzyn. In Upper Sorbian we have
one example of a plural usage, recorded in its corpus: Hdyz za Cerst-
wym powetrom hrabajo z pincy wubézZachmy, béchmy Eorni kaz ¢or-
nusi (Jan Cyz, Cernje na pucu do swobody. Dopomnjenki wot nowem-
bra 1944 do konca léta 1945, Budysin 1979). In Czech there is also
one such a comparison cerny jako asant — “black as the Ashanti
people” (ethnic group in Ghana). Moreover, the colour of the skin can
be described by the Czech cerny jako eben and the Pol. czarny jak he-
ban — “(as) black as ebony.”

Some comparisons predominantly refer to hair (and animal hair),
cf. Czech cerny jako havran — “black as araven”; Pol. czarny jak kruk
— “(as) black as a raven” and USorb. corny kaz wrona — “as black as
a crow” (also the older form: corny kaz rapak — “(as) black as
araven”), and also Pol. czarny jak aksamit and the older USorb. corny
kaz bobak — “as black as fright,” corny kaz kadolb — “as black as
a chimney.” In several or in all meanings, i.e. “black, dirty, tanned,”
there are comparisons: Czech (byt) cerny jako cikan/cikanka — “as
black as a Gypsy” and Pol. czarny jak Cygan, Czech (byt) cerny jako
Cert 1 (byt) Cerny jako dabel —““as black as the devil”; Pol. czarny jak
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diabel meaning “dark haired, dark-skinned,” but also “dressed in
black.” Moreover, the meaning of “pitch black™ has appeared in the
Polish bookish comparison czarny jak atrament and the older USorb.
Corny kaz mor — “as black as the Plague.”

Our analysis leads to the conclusion that the only reference of
black to coal and soot” as well as pitch and a chimney-sweeper can be
recognised as identical as to their meanings in all the three languages.
Other combinations of words are typical of one or two of the lan-
guages (most frequently Czech and Polish).

Among the permanent combinations of words with the black
colour, there are also references to the world of plants and animals.
These are two-part names, one of the components being the adjective
Cerny — czarny — corny, used in its literal sense. Black refers to the
colour of some plant element (mainly fruit or bark) or animal’s plum-
age, hair and colour. These types of combinations mostly function as
names of species, in which it is the colour that defines a given species
defines, cf. plant names: Czech peprovnik cerny — “black pepper”
(Pol. pieprz czarny, USorb. corny popjerjowc), Czech borovice cerna
— “black pine” (Pol. sosna czarna, USorb. ¢orna chojna), Czech lilek
cerny — “black nightshade” (Pol. psianka czarna; USorb. corne wro-
nidlo), Czech topol cerny — “black poplar” (Pol. fopola czarna,
USorb. corny topof); and animals: Czech éap cerny — “black stork”
(Pol. bocian czarny, USorb. c¢orny bacon), Czech medvéd cerny —
“American black bear” (Pol. niedzwiedz czarny; USorb. corny
mjedwjedz), datel cerny — “black woodpecker” (Pol. dzigciot czarny;
USorb. corny dypornak/dypak, also corna zZotma). These examples
show that the black colour does not always appear in all of the com-
pared languages, cf. Czech pilous cerny — “wheat weevil” (Pol. wofek
zbozowy; USorb. corny rack). It can also happen that Upper Sorbian
(in the light of its lexicographical and corpus data) sometimes lacks
the term for a given species, cf. Czech lyska cernd — “Eurasian coot”

? References to coal and soot also appear in other distant languages and cultures,
e.g. in Japanese (Zakrzewska 2012: 188).

419

(Pol. #yska zwyczajna; the textual corpus of Upper Sorbian notes only
two equivalents in the sources dated to the 19th ¢. and the beginning of
the 20th cc.: fysak oraz cornojta kacka), Czech volavka cerna — “black
heron” (Pol. czapla czarna). 1t is rarely the case that black appears in
Upper Sorbian names and is absent in the other two languages: USorb.
c¢orna wronowka — “bog bilberry”; Czech viochynée bahennt; Pol.
borowka bagienna.

Thus, in all three languages the name of the colour performs the
same function and is used in the same meaning, but there is no full
equivalence between the compared languages. This results from the
specificity of botanical and zoological nomenclature. In turn, the lack
of'a given term in the Upper Sorbian language is related to the status of
Upper Sorbian and the Sorbian languages in general (their use is lim-
ited to certain communicative situations, mainly in the family, at
school, in Sorbian institutions). As a result, many names of plant and
animal species are missing; as a rule, the more specialized the name or
term, the less likely it is to appear in the Upper Sorbian language (the
speakers’ needs are satisfied by German). This also applies to expres-
sions from the sociolect of hunters, e.g. Czech cernd zver / cerna —
“boars” and Pol. czarny zwierz / czarna zwierzyna, or Pol. czarna
stopa—“‘a field that was not covered with snow, so animals’ traces can-
not be seen.”

“Black™ also appears in various proper names (countries, seas,
rivers, etc.), but also here there are some differences, cf. Czech Cerné
more — “the Black Sea”; Pol. Morze Czarne; USorb. Corne morjo and
Czech Cernda Hora —“Montenegro’: Pol. Czarnogéra; USorb. Monte-
negro, but also Cornohérska, Corna Hora.

In the sphere of inanimate nature, which includes rocks, minerals,
metals, etc., the term for the black colour is associated with objects of
nature, expressing neutral and sometimes positive connotations. Such
should be considered, inter alia, the Czech derné uhli — “bituminous
coal, black coal”; cf. Pol. wegiel kamienny (but also the archaic czarne
ztoto / czarny diament); USorb. kamjentne wuhlo, and the metonymic
extensions: Czech cerné kovy — “technical iron,” cerna metalurgie —
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“iron metallurgy,” cerné rFemeslo —“metal crafts” and the Czech cerné
umeni — “printing” and the Pol. czarna sztuka.

A great number, if not most recorded combinations of words, in-
cluding, above all, phraseologisms, are related to the semantic sphere
concerning humans (appearance, but also attitude, behaviour or charac-
ter). It should be noted that quite often there are metaphorical and me-
tonymic shifts here. In relation to man in the literal sense, “black” re-
fers to his/her external appearance, including the aforementioned hair
and eyes: Czech cerné viasy/oci; Pol. czarne wlosy/oczy,; USorb. Cor-
ne wlosy, corne/cornej woci. Similarly, “black” refers to the colour of
the skin, e.g. the Czech cerny clovek — “a person belonging to the
black race, with dark skin,” cerné plemeno — “black tribe,” cerny otrok
— “black slave” and the Pol. czarny czlowiek, czarne plemie, czarny
niewolnik (old usage, Pol. czarny towar — “African slaves for sale”) —
cf. USorb. corny ctowjek, but kmjen cornuchow / cornuchowski kmjen;
the combination “black slave” has not been documented. Among the
recorded examples, there is a shift in the meaning expressed with the
adjective “black” from “skin colour” to “the continent inhabited by
black people, Africa” (Czech cerny continent; Pol. Czarny Kontynent /
Czarny Lgd; USorb. corny kontinent) or 1. “inhabitants of black Af-
rica,” 2. “part of Africa to the south of the Sahara, mostly inhabited by
black population” (Czech cernd Afrika; Pol. Czarna Afiryka; USorb.
Corna Afrika). In addition, in Czech and Polish, shifts in meaning from
“skin colour” to “a type of activity (art, music, etc.) performed by
black people” have been recorded: Czech cernd/cernosskda hudba,
Cerné/Cernosské blues; Pol. czarna muzyka, czarny blues (also czarny
soul). There are no such set phrases in Upper Sorbian, which may be
related to the fact that they belong to some specialist lexis (cf. the re-
marks above).

Referring to the skin colour, black also conveys the meaning
“dirty”: Czech cerné nohy, cerné ruce — “dirty hands, dirty legs”; Pol.
czarne nogi, czarne rece (cf. also czarno za/pod paznokciami — “black,
dirty nails”); USorb. corne/cornej nohi/noze, cornej ruce.
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In the context of black referring to the colour of the skin, there re-
main obsolete terms of diseases, e.g. “the Pestilence, the Plague”
(Czech cerna smrt — “the Black Death”; Pol. czarna smierc¢; USorb.
corna smjer¢) or “smallpox” (Czech cerné nestovice, Pol. czarna
ospa; USorb. corne jétra). Additionally, Czech has the name of chil-
dren’s disease cerny kasel — “whooping cough” (Pol. krztusiec; USorb.
dusacy/dusaty/torhacy kasel).

In the literal sense, the adjective black refers to human clothing,
e.g. generally “black clothes” (Czech cerny oblek; Pol. czarne ubra-
nie; USorb. corna drasta) or metaphorical “a simple, formal knee-
length black dress” (Czech malé cerné, Pol. mata czarna).

With regard to clothes, black can also connote “mourning, grief,”
which is expressed in Czech and Upper Sorbian phrases meaning “to
wear mourning”: Czech byt/bejt/chodit v cerném/cernym, USorb.
corny chodzi¢. In Upper Sorbian there is also “material symbolising
mourning, pall” — corny flor (cf. Germ. Trauerflor).

Black clothes usually have negative connotations. In addition to
mourning, they can mean extremely reactionary views, most often fas-
cist. There are many examples of this type of connection with black,
but they appear only in Czech and Polish: Czech cerné kosile — “hist.
Italian paramilitary organization of a fascist character founded in 1923
by Benito Mussolini; its members wore black shirts; the Nazis, fas-
cists (Italian Nazis); Blackshirts”; Pol. czarne koszule; Czech cerna
sotna 1. “the extreme anti-democratic style in politics and its support-
ers; also a militia fighting the supporters of democracy,” 2. old Rus-
sian “militia created by the tsarist authorities from representatives of
the social lower classes in order to fight the revolution and attack
Jews, Armenians — the Black Hundred”; Pol. czarna sotnia; Czech
Cerna ruka (also radit jako cernd ruka) “a perpetrator of some impor-
tant action, wreaking havoc; originally a Serbian conspiratorial orga-
nization founded in Belgrade in August 1901 by a group of Serbian
nationalists that organized the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdi-
nand; the Black Hand”; Pol. Czarna Reka. The few exceptions show
slightly more complex connotations: Czech Cerni panteii — “the
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American political organization protecting black people in the United
States and fighting for their rights; the Black Panther Party”; Pol.
Czarne Pantery (the abbreviated name of Partia Czarnych Panter).
Here, black does not only refer to black clothes, but above all to the
symbol of the organization, i.e. the black panther. The reference to the
skin colour is also important here.

All the above-mentioned combinations of words with black belong
to the so-called winged words, or more broadly, to Europeanisms.
This type of vocabulary has not been recorded in the Upper Sorbian
language as a minority language, whose use is restricted to certain
spheres of life (see above).

Black, once a symbol of humility and modesty, has survived to this
day mainly in priests and seminarians’ cassocks as well as in habits of
some religious orders (cf. Kopalinski 2006: 49), e.g. the Czech cerna
mSe — “an obsolete term for All Souls Mass celebrated in a black
chasuble” or the Pol. czarne bractwo — “Jesuits.” In Czech the adjec-
tive black conveys very pejorative connotations in such expressions
as Cerny ptak, literary “a priest, clericalist” (also “a fascist” or “an
SS-man”) and cerny Rim — “clerical or fascist”; Pol. czarny — con-
temptuously of a Catholic clergyman.

Black clothes are also associated with the clothes of the devil or
sorcerer, and later also with a magician (Kopalinski 2006: 48), hence
the Czech expression cerny andel — “the devil, Satan assuming a mask
of goodness”; Pol. czarny aniof; USorb. corny jandzel (this is also the
meaning of the combination corny Jurij that has no obvious connection).
Here the meaning of black has been extended to all activities related to
unclean forces: Czech cernd magie — “magic using the power of evil;
black magic”; Pol. czarna magia; USorb. corna magija. Today this
connection is chiefly used in a figurative sense as something difficult
to know, learn, understand; something vague, mysterious. This se-
mantic sphere additionally includes the Czech cernd mse — “in the
Satanic practice it is a parody of liturgy to call evil spirits; Black
Mass” and the Pol. czarna msza.
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In all the analysed languages, the colour black in relation to hu-
mans usually contains a negative assessment: Czech cernd ovce (also
byt cernou ovci) — “someone compromising the community to which
he/she belongs; outcast”; Pol. czarna owca and USorb. corna wowca /
corny boran; Czech cerny hrdina — “a literary or film hero with bad
character traits; angry, perverse, demoralized”; Pol. czarny bo-
hater/charakter; czarna krew — colloq. “a mean, bad character”;
czarny lud — humorous “people or institutions to whom the propa-
ganda ascribes all negative qualities in order to focus the reluctance of
the society on them.” The following phrases also express negative
feelings: Czech byt na cerné listiné (cf. also byt cerné zapsan) — “have
a bad opinion”; Pol. byé/znajdowac sie na czarnej liscie; USorb. na
Cornej lisc¢inje sta¢ (cf. Germ. auf der schwarzen Liste stehen).

Certain exceptions are phrases expressing a positive assessment,
e.g. the Czech cerny kiinn — “a person or thing that unexpectedly wins
a competition by beating rivals who were initially thought to have
a better chance of winning”; Pol. czarny kon; USorb. corny kén, while
the Czech cerny vzadu in its second meaning: “a modest man, not try-
ing to get an exposed position” is positive but its first meaning: “a per-
son with great influence, acting covertly; éminence grise” rather ex-
presses an unfavourable colouring.

The terms for the black colour used to refer to humans usually de-
note their bad mood and mental state. Here black expresses “gloomin-
ess, pessimism, a bad situation” and sometimes “aversion, hatred”:
Czech vidét néco v cernych barvach / divat se na néco cernymi
brylemi / divat se na svét cerné — “be a pessimist”; Pol. wi- dzie¢ w
czarnych barwach/kolorach / patrzeé¢ na swiat przez czarne okulary,
USorb. cornje widze¢ (cf. Germ. Schwarz sehen); Czech licit/malo-
vat/vylicit neco cernymi barvami/v ¢ernych barvach/cerné — “present
something in a pessimistic or tragic way”’; Pol. kreslic/malowac/
/przedstawiac/ukazywaé cos w czarnych barwach/kolorach / literary,
malowaé czarnymi farbami | ubieraé cos w czarne barwy, as well as
the USorb. cornje hlada¢ — “look hostile, be hostile.” This semantic
sphere also includes the following set phrases: Czech cerné mysilenky

424



— “bad feelings, bad mood, depression”; Pol. czarne mysli; Czech
Cerny nevdék — “meanness, ungrateful behaviour towards a person to
whom gratitude is due”; Pol. czarna niewdzigcznos¢; Czech cerny scé-
nar — “pessimistic predictions of the course of events”; Pol. czarny
scenariusz (cos przewiduje/zaktada), and also the Czech cerné svédo-
mi — “guilty conscience,” cerny skutek — “an evil deed, act,” cerné
umysly — “bad intentions,” bejt cernej/Svorc — “have no money,” and
the Pol. czarna rozpacz — “great despair, a sense of hopelessness, mis-
fortune,” czarna potwarz — commonly “false accusation, slander, calum-
ny,” czarne podniebienie —literary “malice, tendency to aggression.”

In the semantic sphere referring to humans we should also note the
Czech zapsat/zaznamenat néco cernym pismem — “remember as a tra-
gic event” and the Pol. zapisa¢ (si¢) czarnymi literami. Here black ex-
presses “tragedy, sadness.”

These meanings show a clear quantitative difference between
Czech and Polish on the one hand, and Upper Sorbian, on the other.
Many Upper Sorbian combinations of words are missing, probably
due to the fact that they are often set phrases belonging to the higher
register of this language.

In the semantic sphere concerning the world and elements, black
refers to light in a natural way: Czech cernd noc — “a dark night”; Pol.
czarna noc; USorb. ¢orna noc. Yet, here the resulting combinations of
words in their figurative meanings largely concern man although in
this case the time and rhythm of nature are equally important: day,
month, moment, moment, period, etc., for example the Pol. czarny ok-
res w czyims zyciu/Zyciorysie/dziejach/historii and so on, literary, dif-
ficult, unfavourable time. The term “black” has a negative connotation
in the Czech cerny den — “a tragic, unfortunate day”; Pol. czarny
dzien; USorb. corny dzen. Any day of the week can be such a tragic
day, but most often in all the languages the adjective black is related to
a Friday: Czech Cerny padtek —“a day full of tragic events”; Pol. czarny
pigtek; Usorb. corny pjatk. Currently, in Czech and Polish this phrase
has assumed an additional positive meaning as a day of sales: Black
Friday. Sometimes unfortunate events follow one another and then we
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talk about ““a series of bad events”: Czech cernd serie; Pol. czarna se-
ria; USorb. corna serija. In Polish and Upper Sorbian there are also
set phrases: Pol. czarna godzina — “a period of the greatest difficulties,
troubles; misfortune” and USorb. corna hodzina; cf. Pol. przychodzi
na kogos czarna godzina — “someone begins to have difficulties and
troubles” i odktadac/zostawiac/zachowywac itp. na czarng godzing —
“to stock up; to do things that will be useful in times of difficulty.” The
Czech verbal expression drzet cernou hodinku means “to chat, to feast
in the evening, in the dark”; therefore, the black colour is related to the
time of the day and the amount of light. Additionally, it can refer to
visual impressions as in the sayings: Czech potmé kazda kocka/krava
cerna and Pol. w nocy wszystkie koty sq czarne (or szare/bure) in the
meaning of “everything seems the same in the mass; in the crowd they
all seem alike” and Czech (bylo tam) lidi az ¢erno; Pol. czarny tum —
“a lot of people (gathered or in a small area).”

Other important objects of reference are clouds (Czech cerné
mraky — “black clouds”; Pol. czarne chmury; USorb. corne mrécele).
In Polish czarne chmury is also used in the literary form as “an-
nouncing troubles, rows, unpleasantness” and in the phraseologism
czarne chmury (nad kims) sie gromadzq/zbierajg/pojawity/zebraty/
/zgromadzity/zawisly meaning “someone is threatened by an unfa-
vourable situation” (cf. Pol. czarna dziura — literary “a difficult situa-
tion from which it is impossible to get out” and ktos jest w czarnej
dupie — vulg. “someone is in a very unfavourable situation and has no
change of improving it”).

In this semantic sphere, an example of a neutral or positive conno-
tation can be the combinations of words: Czech cerny humor — “pre-
senting tragic things in a humorous way”’; Pol. czarny humor; USorb.
corny humor; Czech cerna komedie — “akind of comedy in which seri-
ous matters are presented humorously”; Pol. czarna komedia; USorb.
Corna komedia.

A very interesting semantic sphere is human activities in the field
of economics and economy. Here, the meaning is shifted from “black,
dark” to “secret, illegal, forbidden, secretive.” In this semantic sphere,
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we can observe a lot of similarities between the compared languages,
but also some significant differences. The Upper Sorbian language,
clearly under the influence of German, is quite distinct. So we have
various combinations of words in these languages: Czech cerny trh/
/obchod — “illegal trade”; Pol. czarny rynek/gietda; USorb. corne
wiki/wikowanje; Czech délat na cerno — “illegally, without proper
documents entitling to be employed”; Pol. pracowaé na czarno (cf.
Pol. czarna robota — “simple, hard and poorly paid job””) and USorb.
Cornje dzela¢ (cf. Germ. schwarzarbeiten);, Czech prdace na cerno —
“illegal employment”; Pol. praca na czarno and USorb. corne dzéto
(cf. Germ. Schwarzarbeit). Sometimes Polish lacks similar phrases,
e.g. the Czech cerny obchodnik — “illegal trader” and USorb. cor-
ny wikowar — cf. Pol. nielegalny handlarz; Czech cernd cena — “black
market price” and USorb. placizna na cornych wikach (cf. Germ.
Schwarzmarktpreis) — cf. Pol. cena czarnorynkowa; Czech cerné
konto — “illegal bank account”; USorb. corne konto (cf. Germ.
schwarzes Konto) — cf. Pol. nielegalne konto bankowe; Czech jet na
cerno — “travelling without a ticket” (also Czech cerny pasazér —
“a passenger who does not have a ticket”) and USorb. cornje je¢ (cf.
Germ. schwarzfahren) — cf. Pol. jechac na gape, and also Czech cerny
posluchac rozhlasu — “a person who illegally listens to the radio with-
out paying subscription revenue” (Pol. pajeczarz) and USorb. cor-
nje poskac/stucha¢ (cf. Germ. schwarzhéren). There are still many
references to black in this semantic sphere in particular languages:
Czech cerny fond — “illegal fund,” cerné mzdy — “illegal wages” or
Pol. czarny PR/piar/pijar — pejorative “all dishonest methods and
propaganda activities aimed at discrediting competition.” As one can
see, in this semantic sphere many set phrases with black have
developed in more recent times. This sphere seems to be open and
ready to include new references and combinations of words.

As it has been emphasized many times, the term for the black
colour usually has negative connotations. However, there are (few)
examples of set combinations where black connotes a positive assess-
ment, e.g. Czech trefit (se) do cerného, USorb. do corneho trje-
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chic¢/treli¢ (z necim) — “achieve the goal, capture the essence of things;
hit the mark” (cf. Germ. ins Schwarze treffen) — cf. Pol. trafi¢ w sedno
/ strzat w dziesigtke; Czech mirit/zamiFit do cerného — “be close, get
closer to grasping the essence of something; touch the core of the mat-
ter”; Czech (byt/ziistat/drzet se) v Cernych Cislech — “in the blank, with
a positive balance” and USorb. corne lichy pisaé — “show profits.””

The Polish phrases czarny marsz meaning “a march of people pro-
testing against crime, especially against murders, usually taking place
in silence” and czarna procesja — “a march through the streets of the
city of people who want to demonstrate their support for a cause or
commemorate a tragic event” have a positive connotation although
black symbolizes tragedy, sadness and mourning.

The term for the black colour refers to various types of artefacts. It
is impossible to list all the references in a short paper. However, it can
generally be stated that in this semantic sphere, black is repeatedly as-
sociated with a neutral evaluation and conveys the meaning of “black”
and “dark,” e.g. Czech cernd (skolni) tabule — “school blackboard”;
Pol. czarna tablica; USorb. corna tafla or Czech cerné bryle —
“glasses with dark lenses”; Pol. czarne/ciemne okulary, USorb. corna
bryla / ¢orne nawoci. Sometimes there may be a shift in meaning, cf.
Pol. czarny sport — literary “motorcycle speedway”; Czech cernd
kronika — “(in a newspaper) the section on accidents, etc.”

Yet, at times we are dealing with a negative undertone, which is as-
sociated with a change of meaning; black connotes “evil” and “shame-
ful,” cf. Czech cerna listina — ““a list of people or companies that have
done something wrong, or things considered undesirable”: Pol. czarna
lista/ksiega, USorb. corna lis¢ina czy Pol. czarna teczka — “docu-
ments compromising someone.” This semantic sphere also includes
“the name of the card game in which players avoid the card called
‘Peter’ — the only card without a pair; the player with this card in hand
loses the game; Black Peter”: Czech cerny Petr; Pol. Czarny Piotrus;

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. corny petr (cf. USorb. with the phraseologism corneho Pétra
prisunyc/prisuwacé nekomu — “to blame someone for something” — cf.
Germ. jemandem den schwarzen Peter zuschieben).

In such combinations as the Czech cernd skiirika — “a device in an
airplane (or other vehicle) recording data used to investigate the
causes of a breakdown or a crash; blackbox™; Pol. czarna skrzynka;
USorb. blackbox (cf. Germ. Blackbox) or Czech cernd znamka —
“a marked area or section of road where there are particularly high
levels of accidents; Black Spot Program” and Pol. czarny punkt,
the term for “black” connotes “tragedy, grief” and not the literal mean-
ing “black” (the box is actually orange so that it could easily be
found).

Interesting elements of this semantic sphere are the combinations
of black with objects related to cuisine (food and drink). In this case,
we usually deal with a neutral connotation. Despite the specificity of
this sphere of human life, there are many combinations common to all
the languages compared. It should be noted that the similarities most
often concern basic products, e.g. Czech cerny caj — “black tea”; Pol.
czarna herbata (also czarna smota meaning humorously “very strong
tea”); USorb. corny caj, Czech cernd kdava — “coffee without milk or
cream”; Pol. czarna (cf. duza/mata czarna — dated “a big or small cup
of coffee,” pof czarnej — “a small cup of coffee”); USorb. corny kofej;
Czech cernd polévka — “animal blood soup”; Pol. czarna polewka (old
negative use: “soup served to the applicant as a sign of refusal”);
USorb. corna poliwka (one usage in the textual corpus). Today, how-
ever, the connotation changes now and again; this applies to products
in which black refers to natural, wholesome, healthy and valuable
products for the human organism, once considered to be of lower
quality and poor people’s food, e.g. Czech cerny chleb — “wholemeal
bread, baked with wholemeal flour”; Pol. czarny chleb; USorb. corny
chleb (cf. Komorowska 2010: 111).

Apart from the aforementioned similarities, there are differences
and combinations of words that are typical only for two or one of these
languages, e.g. Czech cerné pivo; USorb. corne piwo — cf. Pol. ciemne
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piwo; Czech Cernd tlacenka — “an offal product made using animal’s
blood”; Pol. czarny salceson — cf. USorb. krejna kotbasa (cf. Germ.
Blutwurst); Czech ryba/zajic na ¢erno (also nacerno) — “fish, hare in
dark sweet souse”; USorb. corna juska (cf. Germ. Schwarzbriihe) — cf.
Pol. czarny sos polski — “sauce according to an old Polish recipe; to
obtain its dark colour, plum jam and burnt straw were added.” The
analysis of the above material shows that terms for the black colour
connote both “black” and “dark.” Sometimes, in relation to artefacts,
the adjective black also introduces the meaning of “dirty”: Pol. cos jest
czarne od brudu — contemptuously “extremely dirty,” czarna smota —
“something very dark and also filthy.”

Finally, the term “black” should also be mentioned in combination
with the white colour. In this type of set phraseological expressions
and phrases, black and white appear in opposition, but it is not only
about good — evil. These combinations use the contrast and clarity of
both colours: Czech délat z bilého cerné/z cerného bile — “insist that
black is white”; Pol. (robié) z biatego czarne/z czarnego biate (also
mowié czarne na biate/biate na czarne), Czech (nebyt) ani bily, ani
Cerny / (nebejt) ani bilej, ani cernej —“(be) somewhat bland”; Pol. ani
czarno, ani biato / ani czarne, ani biale. Czech also has nerici ani
Cerné, ani bilé — “not to comment on any matter, not to take a posi-
tion.” On the other hand, in all the three languages there are winged
words from Goethe’s Faust although they are used in slightly different
meanings: Czech (dat nekomu néco/dostat néco od nékoho/mit néco)
cerne na bilém; USorb. corne/corno na bétym — “let or have some-
thing in black and white,” and Pol. czarno/czarne na biatym — “un-
doubtedly, clearly, explicitly” (cf. Orlos, Hornik 1996, p. 47). In
Polish there is also wykazywaé komus czarno na biatym, zZe... —literary
“prove with convincing arguments.” In turn, in Upper Sorbian we note
béte a corne/corne a béle réceé¢ nekomu — “unsuccessfully persuading
someone.”
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4. Summary

The conducted analysis has confirmed my initial hypothesis of
a high conceptualization of the terms for the black colour in the three
West Slavic languages. The similarities concern the direction of the
development of the meanings and references of the terms for “black”
within particular semantic spheres (e.g. in terms of meaning related to
humans, black most often connotes what is bad, sad, dark and even
tragic in people’s lives), as well as in the symbolism of blackness.
Some prototype references (coal, soot) are also common. All this is
another significant argument proving the hypothesis put forward by
linguists (cf. Waszakowa 2003: 66) stating that there are some basic,
universal patterns and models in human perception and conceptualiza-
tion of the world. Moreover, this is suggested by the given English
idiomatic expressions (equivalents) or the aforementioned parallels in
the Japanese language and culture.

The presented examples of the differences relate primarily to the
richness of combinations of the terms for the black colour with the
names of objects to which they relate; the differences in the meanings
of the individual phrases are rare. It should be noted that at this point
the Upper Sorbian language differs since a clear influence of German
can be seen in its certain semantic ranges. This is a result of its minor-
ity status and of the Sorbs’ bilingualism.

The Czech, Polish and Upper Sorbian dialect materials could cer-
tainly provide an interesting complement to the linguistic image of the
world defined by the terms for the black colour used in these three lan-
guages. Taking the example of the Polish dialects, it can be said that
the adjective black is commonly used regardless of the object being
defined, and its meaning is connected with that of the adjective dirty.
Black is also more common in dialects compared to the literary lan-
guage. In the language used by the older generation, black is used, al-
most without exception, to denote a person with dark hair, called bru-
net in the literary language (Zar¢ba 1954: 18-19).

transl. Maria Kantor
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