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Color and Document Classification in Ancient China: The Classifica-
tion-centered Functions of Color in Document

Zhou Ya

ABSTRACT In ancient China, color was an uncommon means of document classification. From pre-Qin period to Qing Dy-
nasty, classifying documents with color mainly existed in the following fields: official document, book publishing, literature col-
lection, and chromatography printing, etc. The functions of color in document classification include: distinguishing “books”,
distinguishing “people”, and symbolizing “meanings”; and the levels of classifying based on color consist of documentary units
level and knowledge units level. Classifying documents by color in ancient China was influenced by related factors, such as the
concept of five-colors and orthodox-colors, hierarchical order and ritual system, the theory that man is an integral part of nature,
and so on; it has an important influence on color code used in libraries, political life and Chinese language culture. In a word,
documents and the society are related with each other. 54 refs.

KEY WORDS Classical document.  Document classification.  Culture history.  Color.
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