
The most Elusive Colour In The Spectrum, Or How To Master Black
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Natural dyes have been with us since the dawn of civilisation & before the
creation of synthetic dyes they were the sole source of colour for the fabrics,
fibres and textiles of our lives. They have a rich and fascinating history,
valued, traded and transported throughout the ancient world. It always
fascinates me to learn about the history of specific dyes and their place in
the societies of our ancestors. Take royal purple, for example, a reddish-
purple natural dye, also known as Tyrian purple, sourced from the secretions
of several species of sea snails. Extracting the pigment was labour intensive,
complex & expensive because if the costs involved in sourcing the dye, it
was highly valued, associated with power & wealth and worn by royalty.

Another colour commonly associated with wealth & power and one of the
most difficult natural colours to produce was true black. Although there were
many different recipes and ways to get different types of black, a true black
was elusive. During different times in history, it was reserved for royals and
the wealthy, becoming a fashionable colour during the 16th century.
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There are many surviving historical recipes for a true and natural black that
vary in both complexity of process and cost involved in the production. One
of the oldest and most common ways of producing a very dark grey that
could be seen as close to black was to combine a tannin-rich source such as
tree bark, oak gall or walnuts with a bath of iron water (ferrous sulphate) or
mud rich in iron. The black it produced was beautiful but it wasn’t a long-
lasting black and due to the corrosive nature of iron, the fibres weakened
over time. Another tannin-rich dye associated with black is logwood, logwood
often used for violets and purples can produce rich blacks when combined
with iron & a yellow dye such as fustic or weld.

A slightly more complex and costly method was to combine a blue dye such
as indigo or woad with a red dye such as madder. This would be done by
first dyeing in one of the colours, it didn’t matter which went first, then
overdyeing in the second colour. This required more time, skill and economic
resources, limiting its use to those with the expertise or resources to access
these dyes. Sometimes iron would be added to this combination to deepen
the depth of the black.

Like natural dyes themselves, the history of colour is rich and varied. Some
colours are simple, straightforward, easy to achieve with other shades like
forest green or true black requiring more work, patience and perseverance.
For natural dyers, it can be wonderfully challenging and equally frustrating to
try to get these more complex shades naturally.
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