DEMOCRITUS’ BASIC COLOURS

TEXT 1: Theophrastus, On the Senses 79; trans. C. C. W. Taylor (The Atomists, Leucippus and
Democritus. Fragments: A Text and Translation with a Commentary, Toronto 1999)
MpdTov pév odv T mAsiovg dmoSodvar TG dpyd €xeL T dmopiav- ol yap dAAoL TO Aeukodv Kkai
T0 péAQV MG TOVTWV ATADY BVTWV HOVWV.
First of all, there is a problem in positing several principles; the others posit only white
and black, as the only simple ones.

TEXT 2: Theophrastus, On the Senses 73-76
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dArolav. £puBpodv &' £€ olwvep Kal TO BepPdV, ATV k HEWlOVwV. Qv Yap al cuyKpioEelg ot
Helloug dpoiwV BVTWV TV oYNUATWV udAAoV £puBpdV eival. onpelov §' 8TL £k TOLOVTWVY TO
£puOpOV- TUdS T Yap Beppatvopévous épuBpaivesBat kal T GAAa T& TUPOVHEVQ, PéXPLS &v OV
£xm 10 10D TUpPoELSODG. £puBPOTEPX S8 TX £K HEYEAWY BVTA GYNUATWVY 0oV THV EAGYX Kal TOV
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On colours, he says that there are four simple ones. White is what is smooth. For
whatever is not rough or shadowy or difficult to penetrate, anything like that is bright.
Bright things must also have straight pores to let the light pass through. Hard, white
things are composed of shapes like the inner surface of shells, so they are shadowless
and shining, with straight pores. Those which are friable and brittle are composed of
spherical atoms positioned obliquely in pairs, in an arrangement which is practically
uniform overall. They are friable because the connections hold between small groups of
atoms, brittle because they are uniformly positioned, and shadowless because they are
smooth and flat. The more exclusively things are composed of these shapes, unmixed
with others, and the more they display that position and arrangement, the whiter they
are. White consists of shapes of those kinds and black of the opposite, rough, uneven,
and dissimilar, for they cast shadows and their pores are not straight or easily
penetrable. Further their effluences are dull and confused; effluences differ relative to
appearances, which are produced by the reception of impressions of different kinds
made on the air. Red consists of the same sort of hot, only bigger; for the bigger the
combinations of similar atoms are, the redder the thing is. The evidence that red consists
of that sort of atoms is that we go red when we get hot, and so do other things that are
burning, until they catch fire. And things composed of large atoms, such as flame and
coal, are redder than green or dry wood. And so are iron and other things when they are
burning; the brightest are those which have the most and the finest fire, while those
which have less, thicker in texture, are redder, as the fine-textured is hot. Greenish-
yellow consists of a mixture of solid and void, the colour varying according to their
position and arrangement. The simple colours use these shapes; the less each is mixed,
the purer it is. The other colours are produced by mixture of these.




TEXT 3: Stobaeus 1.16.1 [= Aétius 1.15.8]
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Democritus says that by nature there is no such thing as colour, for the elements, the
solid things and the void are propertyless. The compounds made from them are coloured
by ‘contact, ‘rhythm,” and ‘tuning,’ i.e., arrangement, shape, and position; for the
appearances arise from these. There are four varieties of these apparent colours, white,
black, red, and yellow.

TEXT 4: Theophrastus, On the Senses 63-64
Tiepl v <oVv> Bapéog kal kovov kal okAnpoD kai paAakod év TouTolg d@opilet T@V 68 EAAwV
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TPOG dvBpwTIOV.
That is his account of heavy and light and hard and soft. None of the other sensible
qualities has any nature of its own, but all are states of the sense when it is altered so as
to give rise to an appearance. For there is no nature belonging to hot or cold, but change
in shape [sc. of the thing perceived] brings about alteration in us... The evidence for this
is that things do not naturally seem the same to all creatures, but what is sweet to us is
bitter to other creatures, sharp-tasting to others, pungent to others, sour to others again,
and the same for other cases. Further, they [i.e., observers] vary in their judgments
according to their different states and to their ages; which makes it clear that their
disposition is the cause of how things seems to them. Of course, these too [i.e., states of
observers] are, like everything else, ascribed to the shapes [sc. of the atoms]. Though he
does not set out the shapes underlying them all, but rather those underlying flavours and
colours, and of these flavor is given the more precise account, in which the appearance is
referred to [the state of] the individual.

TEXT 5: Theophrastus, On the Senses 69
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But in general the greatest contradiction, which pervades the whole theory, is his both
making them states of perception and at the same time distinguishing them by their

shapes, and saying that the same thing appears bitter to some, sweet to others, and
different to yet others. For it is impossible for the shape to be a state, or for the same

thing to be spherical to some and differently shaped to others (yet perhaps that is how it
has to be, if it is sweet to some and bitter to others), or for the shapes to change
according to our dispositions. It is simply the case that shape is intrinsic, but sweet and
sensible qualities in general are relative and dependent on other things, as he says. And
it is absurd to require that the same appearance should be presented to everyone who
perceives the same thing, and should be the test of their truth, when he has previously
said that things appear differently to those who have different dispositions, and again
that none has more truth than any other.




