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NATURAL COLORS AND PHILOSOPHICAL COLORS
—A STUDY ON THE ORIGIN OF THE CARDINAL
DIRECTION-COLOR THEORY IN CHINA

by

Feng Shi

In traditional Chinese culture, color is not only a natural existence applied to decorate
various utensils and artworks, but a unique association of other concepts such as space,
time, celestial bodies and phenomena, “wu xing (the five elements, i. e. the water, metal,
fire, wood and earth)” and yin-yang, etc. , and forms a cardinal direction-color theory with
special characteristics. To be specific, wu se (the five colors), which are blue, red, white,
black and yellow can be used to represent wu fang (the five cardinal directions) when refer-
ring to space, which are the east, south, west, north and the center; and through the rela-
tionship of traditional temporal and spatial views with the concepts of timekeeping, astrono-
my and philosophy, the colors are developed to symbolize si shi (the four seasons), which
are the spring, summer, autumn and winter, when referring to time; and are used to depict
the si xiang (the four symbols), which are the Blue Dragon, the Scarlet Bird, the White Ti-
ger and the Somber Warrior (the combination of a turtle and a snake) formed by the “Twen-
ty-eight Mansions” scattered along the celestial equator when referring to the celestial bodies
and phenomena; they also represent the “five elements” and yinyang concepts when refer-
ring to Chinese philosophy. By setting up the internal relationship with the system of time
and space, the cardinal direction—color theory not only integrates various elements of tradi-
tional Chinese culture but also directly leads to the establishment of traditional institutions of
politics and sacrifice, thus it bears great significance. Archaeological discoveries have provid-
ed sufficient physical evidences in solving the problem about the origin of the traditional the-
ory of relationships between directions and colors. When mutual verification between these
textual materials and physical materials is enough to construct the recognition background of
the Chinese ancients, the conclusion we have drawn on the origin of the traditional cardinal
direction—color theory in China is of actual significance. Evidences available to date show that
the traditional cardinal direction-color theory in China appeared no later than the Neolithic
Age in the third millennium BC. At that time, the Chinese ancients” comprehension of colors
and directions was not restricted by the concepts themselves but began to link them with
views of astronomy and philosophy, which means that there must have been more primitive
recognition of directions and colors that is really simple and its formation must have been ear-

lier than the era our research has traced back to.
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