
Bull. Ind. Ins I. Hisl. Med. Vol. XXV pp. 61 10 65

THEORY OF COLORS ACCORDING TO
ANCIENT INDIANS.

LAXMIPURAM Po SRIVATSA*

ABSTRACT

The theory of colors according to the ancient Indians was rooted clear and

comprehensively in the Sankhya-Patanjali system. As was known then, the

theory was essentially metaphysical in concept and based on then prevalent

basics of natural philosophy. What appears striking is that there has been a total

failure to understand the role of the eye in the different perceptions. The attempt

cannot also be summarily dismissed as it runs parallel to information processing

approach in the metaphysical plane.

Introduction

In the earlier days all the phe-
nomena of the physical world was

discussed as a part of philosophy

itself although categorical distinc-

tion was that it came under natural

philosophy.

The phenomena of the visible world
was always a deeply thought and
discussed subject. Berkley attempted

his theory of vision, in the west. The

theory of colors according to the

ancient Indians was rooted clear

and comprehensively in the Sankhya-
Patanjali system.

Theory Of Colors

As was known then, the theory
was essentially metaphysical in conce-

pt and based on then prevalent ba-
sics of natural philosophy.

Here, the fundamental premise

was that there exits three operative

gunas viz., conservation, transfor-
mation and dessipation of energy

commonly inherent in any system.
It is this primal energy force that is

behind all phenomenal events. In-
cluding the perception of colors by

th~ organ of the eye and even in the
emminance of colors by both natural

and man-made objects .
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But, what are these qunas and
energies that we are talking about?

and how do these translate in to the

realities of the physical worid.

To begin answering these other-
wise nebulous statements, let us at
first try understanding this system

that philosophy is referring to.

Philosophy being in the domain

of deep meaningful introspection both
the real and relative there arose out
of neces"sity to first formulate mea-
sure of these tangibles and even

untangibles. This formulation
apparently was the best alterity to
what in the western philosophy Aus-
tin called as performa-tive verbs.

In the Indian system it began with
prakrit. prakrit, wasthe unmanifested

ground which is considered as both
formless and limitless; Ubiquitous

and undestructable. It is an indeter-
minate and infinite continuum made

up of infinitismal reals. These reals
are termed as gunas.

Gunas, are three some in existance.

1. Sattva- the essence that which

manifests itself in a phenomenon

and is charecterised by this ten-
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dency towards manifestation. The

essence in other words is that
which serves as a medium forthe

reflection of intelligence.

2. Rajas- energy that which is effi-
cient in a phenomenon and is
charecterised by a tendency to

do work or overcome resistance.

And
3. Tamas- Either mass or inertia,

which counteracts the tendency
of Raja to do work and of Sattva,
that is concious manifestation.

The theory it self however, be-
gins with a very generiC statement',

" The qualities of atoms tend to
produce similar qualities in a mol-

ecule. A molecular quality is there-

fore the result of a conjunction or
opposition of atomic tendencies. U

" The result is, as a molecule
forms a fresh allocation and redis-

tribution of mass and energy occurs

within the system. This redistribu-
tion, modify the potencies or ten-
dencies in the components atoms

and determine ultimately even the
resultant effect. "

I. Jalpakalpatram, sutrasthana of Charaka-Pub: Chowkhamba Varanasi 1825'
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Discussion

Based on these potencies or ten-

dencies as the case may be, color of
substances can be explained.

Take the case of two substances
combining to produce a redistribu-

tion of energy. The mass and es-
sence liberating would be in part

force or inertia of one and the other.

This can be explained with an
example from chemistry. When a
coolynium is prepared by mixing

equal parts of sulfur and mercury
(the black sulfide of mercury), the

resulting compound is black in color.

The resulting black color came

from a reallocation of each of the
substances of mercury and sulfur.

It should be noted that each of these
substances. sulfurand mercury contain

sattva, rajas and tamas in different
proportions. Depending upon the

relative strengths of each of these

componds colors predominate. So

much so, that tamas always pro-
duces black, the predomination of

sattva, white and if rajas is stronger
then it is red color that eminates. In

the black sulfide of mercury, the
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white of the mercury tends to pro-

duce white, while the yellow of sul-
fur, yellow and if these tendencies

are not obstructed, the result would
have been a mixed color but, in the
particular allocation, the tamas of
the mercury, becomes intensive and

the black of this tamas extinguishes

the white in the uncompounded mer-
cury which was due to prevai,ling

sattva and red producing rajas. Again

in the formation of red color, by
mixing powdered turmeric with lime,

the dominance of tamas, rajas or
sattva, or their combination and the

extinction of their uncompounded
tendencies by the forces set free in
the new allocation. Indeed, there

are instances where the color of the
compound is a mixed color resulting

from the colors of the continuing
substance. e.g .. , when the sulfide of
mercury and the calcined tin are

mixed. The resulting color is evi-

dently becomes a mixed one dis-

playing a pink color. This pinkness

in color. is easily explained by the

colors of the component elements
(the red of the sulfide of mercury

and the white of the calcined tin) in

the same way. There can be an
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analogy that is appropriate here.,

The mechanical aggregate as seen
in a piece of white cloth is that the

color is white wherever the threads
are white and colored in appear-
ance when streaks of colored threads
run in them.

Conclusion

It is no surprise that the ancient

Indians tried their expertise in
performative utterances logic into
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an operative one, without even at-
tempting to understand the basis of
the visual phenomenon that is in-

volved in color perception. What
appears striking is that there has
been a total failure to understand the
role of the eye in these afferent

perceptions.

The attempt can not also be sum-

marily dismissed as it runs parallel
to information processing approach

in the metaphysical plane.2
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