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INTRODUCTION

Ancient colour vision remains one of the oldest and most con-
tested problems in classical scholarship. Colour studies in the
Graeco-Roman world first attracted serious scholarly attention in
the early nineteenth century with Goethe’s theory of defective
colour vision among the Greeks, an idea promoted by the British
prime minister and Homeric scholar W.E. Gladstone. But
although this view has been fiercely debated by classicists and
anthropologists well into the twentieth century, the issue of the
imprecision of ancient colour terminology and the difficulty in
mapping it onto that of modern languages has never been satis-
factorily settled. Thus, during the remainder of the twentieth cen-
tury scholars in different disciplines and working from different
perspectives have continued to investigate what the Greeks and
Romans had to say about colours. Classical philologists have been
doing research on the origin and use of Greek and Latin colour
terms in literary texts. Archaeologists have been examining the
approaches of ancient artists to the choice and mixing of colours,
but also the traces of colours on the surfaces of Greek and Roman
sculptures. Historians of philosophy have been reconstructing the
ancient philosophers’ doctrines about the metaphysics and episte-
mology of colours, that is, about what colours are and how we
perceive them. Historians of medicine have been studying ancient
writings on the anatomy and physiology of the human eye, while
historians of science have been trying to comprehend Euclid’s and
Ptolemy’s optical theories on the nature and propagation of light.

This century has thus far seen a revival of interest in ancient
colour perception, with a remarkable series of conferences and
publications investigating the richness of Graeco-Roman colour
discrimination as well as the sophistication of ancient literary
and artistic engagement with colours. But there are still areas in
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this wide-ranging field that have not so far been systematically
explored. Our Entretiens on “Colour Psychology in the Graeco-
Roman World”, which took place at the Fondation Hardt in
August 2019, revisited the problem of ancient colour percep-
tion and focused on a neglected aspect of colour studies in
antiquity, namely colour psychology. For there is hardly any
attention given to what the ancient Greeks and Romans expe-
rienced and conceptualised as implications of colour vision for
their emotions, actions, and modes of cognition.

Covering this gap in our knowledge of antiquity was the
main objective of our Entretiens, with the participation of eight
prominent scholars from academic institutions in Europe and
the USA, who have previously done research on ancient colour
studies in four different fields — classical philology, ancient
history, archaeology, and ancient philosophy; in addition, it
proved helpful and informative to have among us a modern
cognitive psychologist, who is an expert on modern theories of
colours and emotions. During the August week we spent at the
Fondation Hardt, we examined closely and discussed system-
atically what the ancients thought about:

(i) the ways colours influenced their emotions;

(ii) the ways certain colours were used to express their emo-
tions; and

(iii) the ways their emotions changed their own colours.

Although it was not possible to deal with all the relevant issues
in all periods of antiquity, I think that our Entretiens managed to
promote constructive discussion and cross-fertilisation among
scholars interested in ancient colour studies, both within and
across disciplines and areas of research. In this way, we hope to
have enriched our reading of ancient authors, for whom the
sense of vision and the discrimination of colour were of signifi-
cant concern, as well as to have introduced the dimension of
colour psychology to the vibrant interdisciplinary field that aims
at advancing our understanding of colour vision in the ancient
world.
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Needless to say, this volume would not have been possible
without the generous support of the Fondation Hardt and, in
particular, its director Pierre Ducrey, the indefatigable care of
Gary Vachicouras, the meticulous copy-editing of Pascale Der-
ron, and the warm hospitality we received from all the staff at
the beautiful Fondation Hardt. We thank them profusely!

Mille mercis!

Katerina IERODIAKONOU
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