
A Lesson on

 

The History of
Natural Dyeing

Elementary & Middle School



Objectives
Learn about the history of natural dyeing
Learn about the different ways dye was made
Be provided with steps to natural dye at home

Grade Level
Elementary & Middle School
6+ is recommended

Materials Needed
Turmeric Powder 
Silk, Yarn, cotton, or a cotton blend item to dye 
Two pots 
Pickling alum 
A stirring spoon  
Water 
Stove top  



Lesson

The History of Dyeing

The history of natural dye is thousands of years
old. It started to prosper in ancient times when
civilizations flourished, and the need to represent
status and allegiance emerged. A manuscript
from ancient Egypt called the 'Stockholm Papyrus'
held 154 recipes for creating dyes in large
quantities and how to use them. This piece of
history shows the early start of the dyeing
industry. 

  People would use plants, minerals, and animals
to create their natural dyes. It wasn't until 1856
when British chemist William Henry Perkins
stumbled upon the first synthetic dye. Perkins
was trying to develop synthetic quinine used to
treat malaria. While he was unsuccessful with this,
he founded the synthetic colour mauve. The
creation of synthetic dye changed the industry,
today 90% of clothing is dyed synthetically.   

Image of the Stockholm Papyrus from the
National Library of Sweden.

 

Mineral Dye

By using certain minerals from the earth's surface, you can produce a wide range
of colours. Hematite for red, limonite for yellow, and lazurite for blue are just a few
examples. To create this dye, you would start by scratching the rocks to create a
powder, then solving this powder with water or oil. 



Using plants was the most common way to dye textiles. Nuts, flowers, and even
vegetables are just some of the few things people can use to make dye. Berries
on the other hand were more of a stain and not a dye, as they would often fade
away. Did you know the colour indigo is the oldest known natural dye? The only
ways to get indigo dye were from the leaves of the dyer's woad herb or the indigo
plant. The images below are of some natural sources we use to dye wool here at
Kings Landing.

Animal Dye  

This natural dye came from animals such as
insects, lichens, and shellfish. Insects such as
Kermes and Cochineal were used to produce
shades of red. For shellfish, the Murex created
Tyrian purple, the world's most expensive dye. The
process to get Tyrian purple required tens of
thousands of Murex shells to produce just enough
to dye one garment. Only people in power, high
officials, or royalties could wear it, and to this day
the colour purple is associated with royalty and
luxury. 

Image of Murex shell 
by Ingo Jorga from Pixabay Plant Dye 

Marigold used to 
produce yellow

Madder Root
produces oranges

and reds

Black Hollyhock
produces an

unpredictable dye
with a wide

 range from green
to purple

Cochineal which
 produces a deep

red

https://pixabay.com/users/morkin-810233/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=1078112
https://pixabay.com/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=1078112


Never forget to mordant your fabric before dyeing it. This is an important step
and helps the colour stick to the fibres. Different types of mordant can be used
to produce different results; iron will sadden the dye, copper adds a blue tint,
and the most common mordant is alum which will brighten the colour.   

A modifier is an optional step done after dyeing, this process changes the acidity
which affects the hue. Lemon juice and vinegar are common ways to achieve
this. 

When picking fabrics to dye stay away from synthetic options. Natural fibres for
natural dye are best such as silk, cotton, or wool.  

It's also good to know every fibre dyes differently and it can be hard to produce
the same colour. Anything from the water used in the dye bath, to the soil the
plant your using grew can affect the colour produced.  

Dyes can be unpredictable, just because a flower is purple doesn't mean it will
become a purple dye. Take an avocado for example, the dye that comes from
this is pinks. 

Tips from Ms. Mary Mckeen  

Mary Mckeen from the Heustis
house at Kings Landing is excellent
at natural dying. Here are some
tips from Mary when it comes to
natural dyeing and getting the best
results.   

Mary Mckeen is preparing marigold to be
used as a dye

Items made at Kings Landing using natural
dyes



Try it at home! 

Step 1: Prepare your mordant; Pickling alum is needed in this step and can be 
 found at Bulk Barn or grocery stores. Start by putting your chosen fabric into a
pot and filling it with enough water to cover the item. Add some alum and let
this simmer for 1 hour. 

Step 2: To prepare the dye bath use a separate pot from the mordant that's
currently simmering and add roughly the same amount of water needed to
cover the fabric that will be added later. Add some turmeric into the water and
keep in mind the more you use the deeper the colour will be. Let this mixture
simmer for 1 hour and strain when it is done for any chunks that may have
formed. 

Step 3: Once your fabric has finished simmering in the mordant add it to the
dye bath created in step 2. Let the fabric simmer in the dye bath for 1 hour then
let it sit, the longer you leave it sitting the darker the colour. 

Step 4: Once your fabric has sat in the dye for the desired amount of time it's
time to rinse. Ideally, you’ll want to rinse with water at roughly the same
temperature as the dye bath. 

Step 5: Lastly hang your item to dry and you're all done, you also can keep
using your dye bath until it’s all gone! 

 

Activity

Get creative and try dyeing with other organic items and see what colour they
produce! Share with us the results of this activity by tagging us on social media
using @KingsLandingNB.  
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