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BIRTH OF A SUPERSTITION

By Willy Ley

@ There’s an item a lot of people “know” that ain’t

s0: the ancient Greeks were not color-blind to blue.

But how'd the idea that they were ever get staried”?

Nsieated oy Kramer

Tt is anything but an exaggeration to s:ate that
misconceptions, once formed, dislay 3 “survival

1 h puts even the proverbial—albeit u-
4 cat to shame. There is noth-

Twenty times at least it has been proved that
young George Washington did not chop down a
cherry tree: thirty times it has béen assorted that
Besthoven did not say “fate knocks at the door”
in reference to the first four notes of bis Fifth

Symphory. Yet. when you open your mewspaper
1omorrow morning or your weekly five-cent maga-
sine. you'll finé—rot the denials, but & reference
1 story. Cinderella did not wear
glass slippers. but ermine sl:ppers—that story re-
sulted irom a mix-up of the two French terms
pantoufles de vair and pantoufies de verre—but try
and abolish the mistaken translation.
It seems that a misconception, resulti
nally from a faulty observation or at least a faulty
interpretation of a correct observation, achieves
permanency as soon as it finds its way into print.
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Once printed it stays printed. OF course, the cor-
rections and denials find thelr way into print, too,
but, somehow, It always happens that the original
blunder finds its public, while the denials and cor-
rections fail to do so.

digs up the original story and, being ignorant of

it as forgotten kmowledge.
Tiko those alleged medieval curses that
books. . As long as the book atays
locked up everything is all right, but when it is
read the curse takes possession of the reader and
be is bound 1o pass it an to the next victim.

This is espacially true of one misconception
which is more widely known and more widely
believed than many other correct and, incidentally,
much more useful bits of information.

1 am speaking of the assertion that the anciont
Greeks were not able to see the color “blue,” as
evidenced by the Homeric epics. Why this item
of knowledge should find such an extended audi-
ence is more than slightly mysterious, but it hap-
pons to be the case. You can find it stated in
well-meant serious books and it crops up, 100, in
novels—historic and otherwise—and short stories.
Even ons of the newspaper correspondents who
ceported on the war in Greece made passing
rention of that “fact” in saying that the modern
Greeks did see the blue of the Mediterranean Sea.
One could feel him quiver with pride about the
extensiveness of his kmowledge.

I could simply state that the notion of the
blue blindness of the anclent Greeks was disproved
many years ago and that, according to modern
knowledge, the Greeks of the heroic period could
see blue as well as any man of today. But I think
it advisable to relate the whole story in some de-
tall, partly to prove the statement itself, partly
because the development of that notion
example of how a misconcy 3
it kes coot and grom Tate an independent Tife
of ita

n in 1858 when W. E. Gladstone pub-
is “Studies on Homer
book containe o

both exhibited “a vast predominance of the most
cfude and elemental forms of color, black and
white, over every other, and the decided tendency
to treat other colors as simply intermediate modes
between these extremes.”

In this chapter Gladstone emphasized that blue
fares worst of all colors in Homer, that the sky
and the sea are never called blue and that a word,
“kyanos”—which was customarily translated as
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“blue” and which did mean blus In later Greek
writing—was often used in places where it could
not possibly mean blue. Nineteen years later, in
1877, Gladstone published an article “The Colour
Sense” in the magazine The Nineteenth Century
in which he took an even stronger point of view,
holding that Homer and his contemporaries did
not see any colors at all, but just shades between
white and black, in about the manner of & photo-
graphic emulsion.

During the interval betwsen thess two works
two German scientists had joined hands with Glad-
stone. One of them, Lazarus Qeiger, wrote a book
called “The Evolution of Mankind” (1871) wherein
he ot only supported Gladstone with reference to
Homer and to the ancient Greeks in general, but
in which he also asserted that the other ancient
vilizations had suffered from the seme shortcom-
ing. The books of the Vedas, the Avesta, even the
Bible do not mention blue. It cannot be found in
he Bible, cither, although there would be ample
for it, because the Bible mentions the
s Geiger's count—not less than two
hundred and Gfty times. Even the Koran, which
‘was written much later, does not contain the word
“blln."

expert in another feld, Dr. Hugo
Hq'mn‘ prm.m of ophthalmology at the Uni~
versity of Breslau, after consulting with his father
—who was professor of Oriental languages at the
same university—decided to draw some conclu-
tiona from chese finde. He publihed 1 book, “Dis

(“The Historlc Development o' he Color Sease" ")
in which he su

rveyed the material collected by

C., Magnus evolved the
theory that the color sense represents & very re-
cent awp in the evolutionary procem.  The
acquisition of the color sense could even be dated;
among the Greeks it took place during the interval
between Homer and Plato, among the Romans
'Ii[htly Iater and last among the Semitic tribes,
ved by even the latest books of the Bible
ind the st Tater Koran.

Cases of color blindness in our time had, there-
fore, to be taken as stavisms and Dr. Magnus
prophesied that people a thousand years hence
would be able to see and to distinguish new colors
in the ultraviolet, still invisible in 1900 A. D.

It sounded very convincing. We have to re-
member that it was the general and accepted belief
at that time—which, as we know now, hardly holds
true—that aborigines cannot tell good paintings
from bad, that their musical taste is worthless and
that their evaluation of smells is
Even modern man is not born wi
against bad smells, or harsh color Cambinations of
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“hot" music. He has to attain mm faculties by
developing his sense of
all know that mo—ineludmg archentes leaders
and painters—never

The investigations ot the Gladston
Magnus group mm-d to offer an elplunn ion for

1 m various white nations had
ic color sense at about the time of
Christ and not earlier, it was not at all surprising
that the aborigines had not progressed that far

Somebody found out that a very early -uum,
Pliny the Elder, had actually told tlu story.
‘where he had said that at ings were
executed with red pigments only, Fihen with red
and yellow, that black and white were added later
and finally the full range of the colors of the rain-
Bow. As for the rainbow itself it offered -dd
tional proof. Xenophanes had said that
purple, red and yellowish-green. Aristotle had
called it red, green and blue with a narrow yellow-
ish band between red and green. And the Edda
had spoken about “three-colored rainbow bridge.”
Further proof could be found in the etymology
the word “blue” itself. In Talian it is biavo,
in French bleu, in German blau, all these words
going back to the Old Norse bli, which, hwmr.
ls also the root of “black.” This closed the
2 Norse term which mean blue a5 wel 25 black
and all Romanic languages were forced to borrow
it because they had none of their own. Evidently
the Norse had learned to see blue earlier, namin
it with a modification of their word for black
rom the darkness of the

E

Tt all seemed to fit into the evolutionary scheme
that Magnus sketched out. The two “warm” col-
ed and yellow, he said, were seen first, only
much later did the eye learn to discern the shorter
‘wave lengths which originally had failed to regie-
tor at all on the retina.

And then the three-colored rainbow bridge col-
lapsed and Gladstone and Magnus—Geiger had
died in the meantime—found themselves marooned
in the lofty tower of an unsupported theory, built
on the Homerlc isle that “solemnly lieth in the
Western gloom, surcounded by waves of purple
and darkness.’

Two men, curiously enough sgain n Englict-
man and a German, brought this about. The
of the Englishman was Grant Allen, thn of the

X

London, 1579) which had
been started before Gladstone and Magnus de-
scended upon civilization with their nonsense.
Ernst Krause did not write a book—which he did
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frequently and well—but fired a long succession
of b

Bacd o
‘were published undel’ his pen name, Carus Sterne,
an anagram of his real name.

Krause-Sterne seems to have recognized the true
and not so very surprising cause for the Great
Misunderstanding In a flash, because a mplete
refutation of the theory can be found in a hasti
wiiten seview of Dr. Magnus' book. Starting with
c's statement that the Bible never calls the
sky “blue” in spite of two hundred and fifty op-
portunities for doing it, Krause quietly pointed to
Exodus 24:10. In the King James version this
reads:

they aaw m- au .a Taac: and dhere was ander
Ble feet as If It we sapphire stone,
224 e e body of heaven in b fokelely

The Dousy version renders the latter part of
the sentence a

—and under his fest as if it were a work of sapphire
stone, and as the heaven, when clear.

Krause recognized the real shortcoming in this
quote. It sounds very much as if a man tries his
best to describe “blue,” while lacking the term
itself. In fact, the Hebrew language is said to
fack a word for blue to this day—at least Geiger
d s0. The shortcoming was one of language,
not of

explanation found substantiation in
the fact that the lais lzuli wis ighly valued in
the as world. Krause pointed out that lapis
paque stone, that it does not scintil-
Lte, that ¢ I neither very hard not very heavy,
in short that it has no interesting features except
its color. And that color is blue—but if the an-
cients could ot see blue, why did they value it?
The same goes for the turquaise and I may add
that one of the twelve stones in the breastplate of
the High Priest was a turquoise. And the tribe
represented by thie stone 1 forgot which ane—
carried a flag “the color of the turquoi

Krause also polnltd out that the two abjects
most likely to look blue in Nature are the sky and
the sea. But those old poems of Homer that were
the starting point of the whole controversy, were
written at the shore of the Mediterranean Sea,
where a blue sky—and consequently & blue sea—is
normal. If the sea looked different to Homer at
Qusk or flamed red and yellow with sunrise and
sunset, he said so explicitly and vividly.

So much for Dr. Krause's answer to Gladstone
and Magnus. He forgot to add that Magnus
e incorporated hi book on the
development of the color sense in another bigger
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Tork he wrote, The o of that bigger work ie
“Supersti

Grant Allm. the “cmp.nnve psychologist,”
had been working on & thesis the gist of which was
oslorsenas comas from febis acing’ when Glad-
@ and company made their big discovery. It
Caused hiem 1o reweie 8 part of his baok and 1o
add one or two chapters, but otherwise he saw no
reason to doubt his own work.

For years Allen had been corresponding with
zoclogist about the color sense of

* bt it always implied perfect color
“1 may as well say at once.” he wrote,
ihat the questionnuites bore out in every cuse
lica) the supposition that the color sen:
& a whole, absolutely ideatical nroughout. i
branches of the human race.”

But he found several instances of miss
words, bearing out Krause's assertion that the

shortcoming was of purely linguistic nature. He
found, for example, that South Aftican tribes lack
a native word for violet, but they were able to see
that color. A Mozambique used & Dutch word in
his native speech, the term “purple.” something he
knew but could not name except with a borrowed
word.

Much nearer home, Allan found another exsm-

ple of linguistic inadequacy. The Highland Scots
use the word gorm for the color of the sky as well
as for that of grass—but to suggest that they are.
color-blind, might be unwise. Further-
more, Allen pointed out, even our own color words
are rather clumsy. Lilac, lavender. violet, pmi

Freater part of the visible spectrum when taken

to literally. Emulating Gladstone's methods,
Allen finally counted the color words in a poe
by a man who was certainly not color-blind and
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who. n.a the whole vocabulary of recent English
The poem wi yson's
ind:

n-
oo and Allen red T tiraes, rosy and
cimilar terms denoting shades of red ten times,
golden, gold et cetera twenty-six times, purple
cight times, yellow and orange each once, together
fifty-six mentions of the red-yellow half of the
spectrum. The green-blue half of the spectrum
was represented as follows: green five times, azure
three times, blue, violet and lilac once each, to-
gether eleven. Which proves that Tennyson saw
red-yellow five times better than green-blue.

And now I'll go in for a few Gladstonisms my-
4. looking back at the language of the Twentleth
Century from, say, 2500 A. D.

Even after a short m cursory contemplation of

evident that 4

scems
they saw well was red. Else it could not be ex-
plained that they offered a choice of red or white
wine at dinner. Wine that is not red is yellow—
Dbut the alternate explanation that the choice was
wine or milk might be acceptable. It is known
that they drank milk.

Even the sbility to see the color “red” must
have been recently acquired in the Twentieth Cen-
tury. An carlier English poet by the name of
William Shakespeare wrote in “Macbeth:

“—here lay Duncan
His ellver skin laced with his golden blood.”

| Tris proves that he could s only 4 difecence

't 1, red and the skin of
the “white” race is pink. Benider they used a
term derived from the Latin word niger for the
colored cace, the word Negro. But niger means
ly black, while the Negroes were of a
hll:lluh brown color.

‘The Russians of the Twentieth Century must
have been able to see red, since one of their daily
newspspers was called Krassanaya Zvyesda or Red
Star. But they could not see blue, there was no
word for blue in their language. Rather, they had
two such words, one used in reference to the color
of the sky on a clear day, the other for dark-blue.
It is evident that those terms also denoted simply
a difference in intens

The French of the same period called  dark-
red variety of wine “blue wine" and referred to
the hour of dusk as Iheure bleue—"blue” must
have meant just darkness to them.

As for the Germans of the Twentieth Century it
can be regarded as an established fact that they
‘were completely color-blind. In the first place
they had only one word—Farbe—for dye, color,
pigment and They called rye bread “black
bread” and a pine forest Black Forest—it is
obvious that any dark shade, whether brown or

ASTOUNDING SCIENCE-FICTION

green, looked simply black to them. They—and
ndnu—nhrnd to nobility as blue-blooded. They

named a in type of beer Weissbier—white
be ﬂ»y ed 8 copperamith Rotschmid—red-
smith s disinct. from an ixon or blsckmith—

although the metal such & man worked
mostly yellow brass. Finally they called an Yo
toxicated man “blue.” This usage clinches the
case, because it is known that that idiomatic term
was used as a superlative for “drunk.” It meant
senselessly drunk. Senselessness implies mental
darkness, dark s black and black is blue—Twen-
tieth Century English also used the term “blue
in a connotation of mental despair, mental dark-
ness.

You say this is nonsense? But I was only imi-
tating Gladstone’s reatoning. Of course he re-
ferred to a more noble language, classic Greek,
where he found that Homer used Jeukos for white,
mélas for black, erythros for red, and xanthos
Pprobably for yellow. He also found that chloros—
green—and ochros—ochre—were sometimes used
interchangeably and he was quite sure that kyanos
never meant blue but just dark, because it was
applied to the eyebrows of Zeus, the hair of Hector
and of Hera and the mourning cloak of Thetis. It
never occurred to him that Homer did not need
to worry about the tion between blond and
brunet since they were all black-haired. But black
haic can have a bluish o & reddish sheen, that
was the one distinction tone, to

required.
proceed further, wanted to translate the “blue-

which would have rendered them green-prowed in
& hurey—and he changed the frieze of kyanos in
King Alkinoos’ hall into a frieze of bronze. (The
latter is not impossible, since the walls of the hall
sheet copper.) All of this was
proof for the legend that Homer was,
blind, but just as a proof that n. Sould ot eee
blue, which in turn was taken as ion that
none of the ancient Greeks wuu Bln those peo-
ple who saw only the red end of the spectrum
lacked & word for orange!

During the decades following the st publica-
tions a number of interesting discoveries were
made.  Actual discoveries, not only the literary
variety. The Babylonian Ishtar Gate was exci-
vated, with towering walls built of glazed bricks,
bricks of the brightest cornflower blue I have ever
Egyptian paintings were discovered; no color
is missing in them. These discoveries took care
of Lazarus Geiger's assertions or what was left of
them. And on Greek soil the ruins of a banquet
hall were found, with a frieze of blue kyanos just
as Homer had described it in his epic.

“Toe term really means Welsenbion—wheat beer,
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In addition to that Pliny's story about the de-
velopment of painting bad found a perfectly good
explanation—it just meant that the ancient paint-
em b bad trouble obtaining 1 lue dye or pig-
ment. Even much later, blue was very expensiv
e of the great masters_1 believe Albrechs Darer
—is known to have had trouble with his wife every
time he showed too large a blue area on his canve
His wife appears to have been of the thrifty
variety.

In short the color words of any langusge seem
to have followed the accomplishments of the arti-
sans—but they had great trouble in obtaining blue
dyes or pigments. But vision had nothing to do
with these struggles.

The greater part of all this was known in 1900.

But the “ancient curse” was not dead. it was only
hidden away in books. In 1904 a German schol
wrote a baok desling with known cases of color-
blindness as applied to the Homeric poems. As for
Horuer be just repeated Gladstone’s and Magnus’
asnertions—not knowing Allen's work at all and
only one of Krause's numerous articles—and ar-
rived at the remarkable conclusion that blue blind-
neas must have been a racial characteristic of the
ancient Greeks. As “proof” he printed a color
reproduction of an ancient painting of Zeus—not
a great masterpiece—with a few green dabs on
the wooden footstool of the god. A blue-blind
man, his argument ran, would have taken that kind
of green as a darker shade of wood color. But he
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had to admit that many people to wnom he -h.vnd
the color print failed to see the “mistal
me quite some time to find it—or to re lize wh.l
it indicated. He disclaimed the pos lity that
the paint may have undergone chemical changes
in the meantime, “although no chemical analysis
was made.” What would he “4 pw« " from a small
collectlon of modern painting

Since then the assertion of Gruk blue blindnes
has been resurrected from tims to time, usually by
amateur scholars. How widespread the miscon-
ception still is even now is indicated by an excel-

ot essay, published in December, 1927, in the
series “Smith Col ze cuu al Studies.” The
title of the essay
cient Art” and its au zne« is Florence Elizabeth
Wallace. The author, who arrived ot e correc
result that the
guistic pu:uhuluel nly, admittcd that she “un.
dertook the study of the use of color in Homer

Homeric Greeks.” In other words she had at first
accepted the story which, somehow, had reached
her, until “further studies failed 1o reveal grounds

But so far this realization seems to be restricted
to circles of Greek scholars—when you read a

wspaper report on a battle in which Greek sol-
diers took place the reporter will not fail to tell
you that they “now” see the deep blue color of the
Mediterranean.

END.



