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Modern Korean Color Terms
Color terms related to ‘ppalgang’ (red)

Suk Kyung CHANG

‘Akai’ (red) in Japanese may be expressed with109 different basic color terms in Korean. This
study examines modern Korean color terms in use, as they appear in the Korean corpus of the 21st
Century Sejong Project (Written Part). 42 basic forms of the basic color terms related to ‘red’
were drawn from the corpus. It was found that 63 percent of the total color terms in use are of
expanded forms derived from the original, and also 72 percent of the total color terms are used as
adjectives.

Many studies have been done on the grammatical aspects of Korean color terms in isolation.
However, not many studies are found on their meanings as they appear associated with other words
in various contexts. This study attempts to find the characteristics of Korean color terms through
lexical analysis using collocational information. Therefore, it investigates their usage and meanings
when they are presented in different contexts co-occurring with other words.

As the first step of the analysis, color terms of attributive adjectives generally placed next to the
head noun were examined. They are found to occur in collocation either with color designating
usage or with figurative usage.

When the color terms are used to designate a hue perceptible to the human eye, the color term
‘bulgeun’ and ‘ppalgan’ are frequently used. And each tends to appear with particular nouns.
Some of them tend to collocate with ‘bulgeun’ / ‘ppalgan’ and others with ‘bulgeun’ and
‘ppalgan’. In addition, the color term of expanded form, such as ‘bulgeurehan’, ‘sippeolgeon’,
‘saeppalgan’, not only designates the color, but also describes its conditions in the context: its
tones, negativity (uneasiness, fear, dislike), strangeness, uniqueness, mismatch, and so on.
Moreover, it is found that a variety of facial color expressions are possible with Korean color terms.

It is seen how each color term fits within ‘the context' when ‘sippeolgeon’, ‘beolgeon’,
‘bulgeurehan’, ‘bulgeuseurehan’, ‘bulgeu-jukjukhan’, or ‘keombulgeun’ collocates with the
noun ‘eolgul’ (face). Here, it should be noted that a color term does not always convey the same
meaning. Depending on ‘the context’ or ‘the nouns’ it collocates with, its meanings vary in
predictable ways. For an example, ‘sippeol-geon’ may be used to mean ‘fearfully red’, ‘strangely

red’, or ‘very red’ depending on ‘the noun’ and ‘the context’.
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When the color terms are used figuratively, they no longer designate a perceptible hue. A noun
such as jul’ (line), ‘keojitmal’ (lies), ‘sasang’ (thoughts), ‘sesang’ (world), or ‘maeum’ (heart),
appears with a particular color term: ‘jul’ with ‘bulgeon’/‘ppalgan’, ‘keojitmal’ with ‘saeppalgan’,
‘sasang’, ‘sesang’ and ‘maeum’ with ‘bulgeon’. The color terms in these idiomatic phrases
acquire meanings which are devoid of color. They may be replaced by ‘sippeolgreon’ making the
expression rather personal and negative. The color terms in these expressions should not be
changed neither to predicative adjectives nor to any other parts of speech, but always used as
attributive adjectives. Finally, it is observed that the figurative meanings of the color terms are
independent of ‘the context’ but dependent on ‘the nouns’ in collocation. As a result, the
figurative meaning of a color term could vary with different nouns. For example, ‘bulgeun’ has the
meaning of ‘hot’ or ‘communism’ when collocating with ‘maeum’ (heart) or ‘sasang’ (thoughts)
respectively.

Further studies on Korean basic color terms are in the process and their characteristics are
being found when used as other parts of speech. Comparative studies will be also necessary with
color terms in different genres of the Sejong Corpus Project, which include the case of ‘spoken’

expressions.
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