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 Colours and Dyes for 15
th
 Century Clothing

Colours of clothes in the 15 th century were limited by what dyes were
available. Choice of colour is, in part, dependant upon status, and in part by sumptuary
law.

by Jane Ramsey
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Madder dyed wools

Colours of clothes in the 15 th century were limited by what dyes were available. Choice
of colour is, in part, dependant upon status, and in part by sumptuary law. Bright and dark

colours are generally more expensive to produce and therefore limited to higher status
clothing. By over-dying and by using different mordants and additives many colours can be
obtained. Dyestuffs react differently depending on the mordant used (if any) and the fabric
it is being applied to. Some colours are ‘saddened’ and darkened by adding iron to the
dyebath. A cheap black can be produced in this way, however too much iron causes fabric

to rot.

Popular medieval colours are scarlet (bright red), black, gold, crimson, deep blue and dark
green. These colours are expensive and emulated by the lower classes, yellow, russet
(reddish brown), orange, green, pale blue and pink are common.

Some dyes are fugitive and fade quickly when exposed to light or washing, others are
substantive and do not require mordants to fix the dye to the cloth. Mordants are used to

make a dye substanstive and may affect the final colour. Alum and urine are common
mordants. The quantity of dyestuff used is also crucial in determining the final colour.
Most fibres need to be dyed with equal weights of fibre and dyestuff.

Alum – from a technical point of view is double sulphate of aluminium and either
ammonia or potassium. Alum was imported from Spain, Egypt, Turkey and Italy. It was

discovered and mined in North Yorkshire from the 16 th Century.

Ammonia – procured from stale urine in the 15 th Century.

Copperas - iron sulphate also referred to as ferrous sulphate

Chrome salts were not in use until the 18 th Century. I’m not sure when tin came into use
in the dying industry. It is in use in ceramics so was available, however just because
something was available doesn’t indicate its use.

By the latter part of the 12th Century, a Guild of Dyers of London was established

The following table lists dyestuffs available in the 15 th century in Britain, some dyestuffs
may not have been in use although all are possible. Not all colours are possible without the
use of chrome salts, which were not in use in the 15 th Century.

Dyestuff Colour(s) produced Fastness Country of Origin

Alder

Alnus

Used to dye wool black. 1lb bark
and twigs used with 1/2 oz

Copper to 1lb wool to produce
black needs to be boiled for 2

Substantive Britain
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Dyestuff Colour(s) produced Fastness Country of Origin

hours

Alkanet Alkanna
tinctoria

Reds and purples Alkanna
tinctoria

Native to Southern
Europe

Middle English, from Old Spanish alcaneta, diminutive of alcana,
henna, from Medieval Latin alchanna, from Arabic alhinna", the
henna

(Henna Lawsonia inermis is native to eastern India. It is recorded in use
in Egypt used with indigo to dye hair black 3200bc - though I cannot

find reference to henna dyed textiles in the 15
th
 C.)

Brazilwood
Caesalpinia
echinata

Sappan wood
Caesalpina

sappan

Browns and reds.

Crimson with alum

nearly black with copper needs
to be fermented for several
months to produce bright reds

Alkanna
tinctoria

Imported via Venice
from the China and
India

Brazil means the colour of red-hot coals aka sappan wood. Arabs
imported the wood from China/India and exported it to Europe before
1153. It was imported into Provence under name of Brazil by the 13th

century. The country Brazil was named in 1500 after the tree.

Middle English brasile

Dyers

Chamomile

anthemis
tinctoria

yellows

aka "stinking mayweed"

Substantive Britain

Dyers
Greenweed
Genista
tinctoria

Woadwaxen
Woodwaxen

yellows

The flowers are used, 3 to 4
times the weight of flowers to
the weight of wool is required

Substantive Native to Europe

Middle English wodewaxen, from Old English wuduweaxe

Kermes Coccus
ilicis

Aka Grain

Crimson, scarlet and deep reds Substantive Imported via Venice

Al-Kermes or coccus which produces with an ordinary aluminous
mordant a central red, true vermillion, and with a good dose of acid a
full scarlet, which is the scarlet of the middle ages, and was used until

about the year 1656 when a Dutch chemist discovered the secret of
getting scarlet from cochineal by the use of tin, Cochineal is chemically
similar to Kermes and came into England in the 16th century. Kermes
provided the dye for scarlet Persian origin sakirlat meaning red clothing.
Pope Paul II instituted red robes for cardinals in 1464. The expression

cardinal purple was used even though their robes were dyed with kermes
and were not purple, which had been abandoned some time previously.

Scarlet was a type of fabric imported from Asia it was blue, green and
black as well as red and was four times the price of ordinary wool cloth.

French kermès, short for alkermès, from Arabic al-qirmiz

Lady"s bedstraw

gallium verum

Used to dye cheese yellow,

yellow dyes in the flowers,

the thicker roots produce reds
(madder related)

Substantive Britain

Lichen Tan - yellow - orange - red -
magenta - purple and

occasionally blue
(colour depends on lichen type)

Substantive Britain

Madder Rubia

tinctorum

Produces pale apricot pink, red,

orange and purple depending on
mordant

Figure 1

Substantive Britain and imported

from the low countries

The best red comes from the central part of root. The dye bath needs to
be heated to 85° deg for no more than 2 hrs. If the bath becomes too hot
the colour goes brown, if it is not hot enough, the colour precipitates and
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Dyestuff Colour(s) produced Fastness Country of Origin

is lost. A scarlet can be produced by adding tin in the last 15 mins to
wool pre-mordanted with alum.

There are recipes for dying leather red with madder and alum. Middle

English, from Old English mædere.

Murex

Murex trunculus

"Tyrian Purple" "Royal Purple" Substantive Mediterranean

According to myth, the dye was discovered by Hercules" dog biting one
of the murex shellfish, it takes 12000 murex shells to yeild 1.4 grams of
dye.

During the middle ages dying with murex became increasingly rare,
completely disappearing by the time of the sacking of Constantinople in
1453.

King Alfred, in the 9thC said "no man should rightly wear purple save
the king".

Oak

Quercus

Black when an alum mordant is
used with the galls or bark

Substantive Britain

Onion Skins Golden Yellow – Orange – tan Substantive Britain

Orchil aka
Cudbear

Archil

pinks, magentas, purple Substantive Britain and the
Mediterranean

Any of several lichens, chiefly of the genera Roccella and Lecanora,
Middle English orchell

Safflower

Carthamus
tinctorius

aka bastard
Saffron, dyers
thistle

yellows from the flowers

reds from the roots

Substantive Britain

Asfore is the name for safflower until the 18
th
 Century. The name comes

from the Arabic usfur and is the root of the old French "asfrole" modern
French saffleur za-faran

Used to dye the red cotton tape used for legal documents. The flowers
produce yellow

Middle English saflour, from Old French safleur, from Old

Italian saffiore

Saffron

Crocus sativus

Strong yellows Substantive Britain and imported

By the late middle ages in Basle in the early 15th Century there was a
merchants guild called "The Saffron"

The town Saffron Walden is named after saffron.

dye produces yellows

Middle English safroun, from Old French safran, from Medieval
Latin safranum

Walnuts

Juglans

Brown Black Substantive Britain

Walnut husks are gathered green and fresh then covered in water and kept

from the light then used with a saddening agent.

Middle English walnot, from Old English wealh

Weld

Reseda luteola

Bright yellows Fugitive Britain

Substantive when a mordant is used, when mordanted with Alum it tends
to go darker with age.

Also known as Dyers Broom, Dyers Rocket, Dyers Mignonette, Dyers

Weed

Middle English welde

Woad

Isatis tinctoria

Blues from the palest denim blue
to so dark it is almost
indistinguishable from black

Substantive Britain

Blue becomes fashionable in the 13thC, by the 1230's woad was being
produced on industrial scale. No mordant is necessary with woad.

Important woad producing areas in the 13
th
 century are Picardy,

Normandy, Lombardy, Thuringia, Lincoln, Glastonbury, Seville,
Toulouse and Erfurt. It was exported to England and Northern Italy
because local growth could not meet demand.
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Dyestuff Colour(s) produced Fastness Country of Origin

Woad is used to obtain black (in a fresh dye-bath) as the solution
weekens it produces lighter blues. In the middle ages it was over dyed
with weld to produce greens.

Lincoln green was mostly dyed with woad. However there are other

references to "Lincoln Grain", which would be red.

Madder powder was added to a weak woad solution for purple.

Much cloth in middle ages was dyed with woad or combination of woad
and other dyes.

(Middle English wode, from Old English wad)

White Water
Lily

!ymphaea

Grey, black with an iron
mordant, violet with a copper
mordant.

Substantive Britain

The rhizomes are used. It was an important source of black particularly
in Scotland and was used commercially in Nuremburg in the 1800's

Young Fustic
cotinus
coggygria

Yellows – browns, good black
with iron

Native to Southern
Europe

The wood is used - not to be confused with Fustic Chlorophora
tinctoria which is a different plant, native to America

Middle English fustik, from Old French fustoc

Naturally dyed wools

Bibliography:

Vegetable Dyes by Ethel M Mairet
Published by Hammersmith: Douglas Pepler 1916 reprint 46

The Art Of Dying And The History Of Mankind by Franco Brunello
(Vicenza, 1973) 1968 in Italian (then 1973 American)
Blue the History of a Colour by Michel Pastoureau 2001
isbn 0-691-09050-5
Madder Red a History of Luxury and Trade by Robert Chenciner

isbn 0-7007-1259-3
Colour Making and Using Dyes and Pigments by Francois Delamare and Bernard
Guineau
isbn 0-500-30102-6
Dye Plants and Dyeing by John & Margaret Cannon 1994

isbn 1-871569-74-5
The American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, Fourth Edition

Many thanks to The Society of Dyers and Colourists Museum in Bradford.

For allowing me access to their library and archives.
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Orchil Dyed Wool
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by LokeKamit on Tuesday, October 17 @ 19:32:10 BST
(User Info | Send a Message)

I m searching for more info poker strip women online [psychology.arizona.edu]poker strip women online

football betting line new york jets [agronomy.wisc.edu]football betting line new york jets

why is gambling bad [ouray.cudenver.edu]why is gambling bad

gambling history [languages.uconn.edu]gambling history

how to build an online casino [ouray.cudenver.edu]how to build an online casino

Xanax effect [www.nhpa.tsmu.edu]Xanax effect

discount valium [ag.udel.edu]discount valium

SIM SLOTS [www.nhpa.tsmu.edu]SIM SLOTS

SLOT MACHI=ES FOR SALE [ouray.cudenver.edu]SLOT MACHI=ES FOR SALE

SLOT [ouray.cudenver.edu]SLOT

top debt management credit counseling [psychology.arizona.edu]

bad consolidation credit debt debt loan [www.nhpa.tsmu.edu]

california debt consolidation loan [teachart.msu.edu]

christian debt management baton rouge [www.evms.edu]

bad credit student personal loan [ouray.cudenver.edu]
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Re: 39 (Score: 1)
by LokeKamit on Friday, October 20 @ 04:06:29 BST
(User Info | Send a Message)

I m searching for more info online casino gambling atlantic city casinos [www.nhpa.tsmu.edu]online casino

gambling atlantic city casinos

poker accesories [agronomy.wisc.edu]poker accesories

do people win at internet poker [psychology.arizona.edu]do people win at internet poker

state online gambling laws [ouray.cudenver.edu]state online gambling laws

betting bookie nfl [languages.uconn.edu]betting bookie nfl

cialis online [www.nhpa.tsmu.edu]cialis online

airline delta [psychology.arizona.edu]airline delta

airline united [languages.uconn.edu]airline united

airline midwest [linguistics.arizona.edu]airline midwest

airline aloha [www.nhpa.tsmu.edu]airline aloha

cheap car insurance toronto [languages.uconn.edu]

debt consolidation credit counseling florida [ouray.cudenver.edu]

yellow flower [psychology.arizona.edu]

meridia online cheap [psychology.arizona.edu]

price ultram [languages.uconn.edu]

Re: 39 (Score: 1)
by LokeKamit on Friday, October 20 @ 10:55:02 BST

(User Info | Send a Message)

I m searching for more info free online casino games no downloads [agronomy.wisc.edu]free online casino

games no downloads

blackjack game rules [psychology.arizona.edu]blackjack game rules

betting line live [www.nhpa.tsmu.edu]betting line live

play video poker online [languages.uconn.edu]play video poker online

friendly poker games [ag.udel.edu]friendly poker games

phentermine 37 5mg [ag.udel.edu]phentermine 37 5mg

Xanax dosage [ag.udel.edu]Xanax dosage

SLOT MACHI=E GAMES [ag.udel.edu]SLOT MACHI=E GAMES

FREE SLOT MACHI=E GAMES [psychology.arizona.edu]FREE SLOT MACHI=E GAMES

viagra [www.nhpa.tsmu.edu]viagra

advance cash loan payday quick [ag.udel.edu]

cash advance no fax required [ouray.cudenver.edu]

loss meridia review weight [ouray.cudenver.edu]

federal student loan consolidations [languages.uconn.edu]

ultram er [www.nhpa.tsmu.edu]

Re: 39 (Score: 1)
by JoyceBavi on Monday, November 13 @ 03:51:26 GMT
(User Info | Send a Message)

I m searching for more info computer poker games [my.otis.edu]computer poker games

virtual casino poker&roulette [maa.h-net.msu.edu]virtual casino poker&roulette

money management betting on football [maa.h-net.msu.edu]money management betting on football

online poker bot [languages.uconn.edu]online poker bot

antique poker chips [anthropology.arizona.edu]antique poker chips

xanax [www.music.uga.edu]xanax

valia [my.otis.edu]valia

slots [www.music.uga.edu]slots

online cialis [www.nhpa.tsmu.edu]online cialis

discount cialis [www.music.uga.edu]discount cialis

argento soma mp [languages.uconn.edu]

HIGH RISK U=SECURED PERSO=AL LOA [languages.uconn.edu]

DEBT CO=SOLIDATIO= A=D PERSO=AL LOA= FOR BAD CREDI [maa.h-net.msu.edu]

M PLA= HEALTH I=SURA=C [www.evms.edu]

BAD CREDIT =O FAX LOA [www.nhpa.tsmu.edu]
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