
Dyeing with Madder, Fiber Arts Track, Great Western War 2014 

THL Meave Douglass,  meavedouglass@gmail.com 

 

THL Meave Douglass, meavedouglass@gmail.com

vidence in the form of both written 

primary sources and archeological 

evidence for madder being used 

throughout the SCA-period and throughout 

Europe and Asia is plentiful.  Table 1 is a 

very small sampling of some of that 

evidence.    

Extant examples of madder dye exist on 

silk, wool, linen and cotton textiles.  The 

archeological evidence also extends to 

madder dyestuff found in a dye context and 

madder stained pottery sherds.  The written 

evidence takes the form of sumptuary laws, 

trade regulations and restrictions, dye 

recipes, and estate documents such as wills.  

Combined these sources point to a history 

of not only home based madder dyeing, but  

the development of a thriving trade in madder 

dyed textiles at various points of time in several 

locations.  Examples of this trade include 

Roman Pompeii, Anglo Saxon and Medieval 

England, Medieval Flanders, and Renaissance 

Venice and Florence. 

Madder was used on its own to obtain reds, 

oranges and browns, in combination with 

woad to create purples, in combination 

with yellows such as weld to create brighter 

oranges, as an aid in woad fermentation 

vats, and in combination with brazilwood to 

create scarlet.   

 

 

 

Table 1: 

Evidence Location/Culture Approximate Date 

Quiver Egypt 2000 BC 

Tutankhamun’s Belt  Egypt 1350 BC 

Crescent Shaped Cloak Etruscan (Italy) 725-700 BC 

Wool Textiles Hallstatt, Austria 800-400 BC 

Unspecified Bog Textile Skaerso, Denmark 210 BC -90 AD 

Madder Dyestuff (In a Dyehouse 
Context) 

Pompeii (Italy) 79 AD 

Pliny the Elder Rome (Italy) 1st Century 

Silk Textiles Palmyra/Roman 110-250 AD 

Thorsberg Tunic Germany 3rd Century 

Stockholm Papyrus, Recipes Greece 300 AD 

Unspecified Patterned Textile Coptic (Egyptian) 4th Century 

Högom Find Sweden 500 AD 

Wool Band Evebø, Norway 5th Century 

E 
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Table 1 Continued:   

Evidence Location/Culture Approximate Date 

Wool Band Snartemo, Norway 6th Century 

Överhogdal Hanging Sweden 800-1100 

Oseberg Tapestry Norway 840 AD 

Wool Cords, Wool Tabby and Twill, 
Wool Sock, Silk, Dye Plant 

York 9th-10th Century 

Madder dyed striped textiles London, England 9th-10th Century 

Madder Stained Potsherd Thetford, England 9th-11th Century 

Silk Scarf Dublin, Ireland 10th Century 

Mammen Textiles Denmark 10th Century 

Pile Woven Trim Hedeby, Denmark 10th Century 

Silk Dress Gnezdovo, Russia 10th Century 

Unspecified Patterned Textile Coptic (Egypt) 10th-11th Century 

Wool Tabby & Twill, Silk York, England 10th-11th Century 

Wool Twill Waterford, Ireland 11th-12th Centuries 

Madder Plant Material (in a Dye 
Context) 

Beverly, England 12th-14th Century 

Madder Plant Material (in a Dye 
Context) 

Bristol 14th Century 

Chinese Twill Damask London, England 14th Century 

Wool Textile London, England 1330-40 

Chaucer, The Former Age England 1380’s 

Wool Textile London, England 14th & 15th Century 

Wool Textiles Turku, Finland 14th & 15th Century 

Reymerswaal Regulations Netherlands 1480 

Unicorn Tapestries Netherlands 1495–1505 

T Bouck va Wondre, Recipe Dutch 1513 

The Plictho, Recipes Italy 1548 

Child’s Tunic Udval, Norway 2nd half of the 14th Century 

Rafael and Tobias, Wool Tapestry Brussels, Belgium 1550 

Elizabeth I’s Proclamation Prohibiting 
the Use of Logwood 

England 1567 

Silk Brocade, Wools Topkapi, Turkey 16th Century  

Wool Textiles Groningen, 
Netherlands 

16th Century 
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Madder Dye Procedure, Great Western War 2014 

Fiber Prep; Fiber used: 100% Wool from JoAnn’s 
1. Skeins were washed using Orvus fiber wash.   

2. Skeins were then treated in a heated Soda Ash bath (1/4 cup soda ash to 
3 gallons of water) for 30 minutes and left to soak overnight to remove 
any commercial finish. *Note the observations about this in the 
conclusion section.  I do not recommend this step. 

Alum Mordant Copper Mordant 
1.  Heated water (about 1 ½ 

gallons) and dissolved 2 
teaspoons alum. 

1. Heated water (about 1 ½ 
gallons) and dissolved ½ 
teaspoons copper. 

2.   Added wet fiber and 
heated to a simmer.  Left 
simmering for 30 minutes. 

2.   Added 8 teaspoons clear 
vinegar and stirred well. 

3.   Let skeins soak for 5 days 3.  Added wet fiber and heated 
slowly to a simmer.  Let simmer 
for 1 hour. 

4.   Rinsed skeins well.   

Madder Prep 
Soaked, Strained and Ground Broken 

1. Chopped and broke madder roots 
into small pieces. 

1. Chopped and broke madder 
roots into small pieces. 

2.  Covered roots with water and left 
to soak for 24 hours. 

2. Placed broken pieces into 
knee high stockings. 

3.  Strained water off of roots and 
discarded it.   

 

4. Added strained roots and water to 
the blender small sections at a 
time, and ground roots. 

5. Water was strained from ground 
madder, but retained. 

6. Strained ground madder was 
placed into knee high stockings. 
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Dyeing the Fiber 
  

1.  Add madder water strained 
from the blender to the dye pot 
and add more water until the 
pot is at a good level.  (Usually 
about 1 ½ gallons total for a 
small pot.) 

 Add about 1 ½ gallons of water 
to the dye pot. 

  Add knee high stockings with 
ground madder to dye pot. 

2.    Add knee high stockings with 
broken madder to dye pot. 

  Slowly heat water being careful 
to keep the temperature 
between 120 – 170 degrees 
Fahrenheit.    

3.    Slowly heat water being careful 
to keep the temperature 
between 120 – 170 degrees 
Fahrenheit.    

  Keep the pot warm, and add 
yarn skeins.   Allow to sit until 
desired color is achieved.   

4.    Keep the pot warm, and add 
yarn skeins.   Allow to sit until 
desired color is achieved.   

 Allow the yarn to rest, and then 
rinse. 

5.  Allow the yarn to rest, and 
then rinse. 

Modifying the Color 
To achieve a broader spectrum of color, modifiers such as iron, calcium carbonate and 

slaked lime can be used. 
Calcium 
Carbonate 

Slaked Lime Iron 

 
For calcium carbonate, 
dissolve 1 ½ teaspoons 
calcium carbonate into warm 
water and add it to the 
dyebath.   

 
For slaked lime, dissolve 
about ¾ of a teaspoon slaked 
lime in warm water and after 
the yarn has taken up color, 
add it to the dyebath.  It 
should deepen the color.   

 
For iron, add ¼ teaspoon iron 
to an iron specific pot.  Make 
sure not to breathe the dust 
and to wear gloves.  Iron is 
poisonous.  Heat slowly and 
then dip the pre-dyed skeins.  
Make sure to rinse the yarn 
well as iron can eat away at 
fibers.   
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Dyeing the yarn at GWW, Photo Credits: 

Eugenia Swingle Hernandez 
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Reflections and future steps… 

he range of colors achieved during the GWW dye session varied greatly.  It became 

immediately apparent that the method of madder prep had a profound impact on the 

color given.  The soaked and ground madder took up the dye quickly and became a very 

deep color.  The color was also one of the reddest shades I’ve managed to achieve in a heated 

dyepot.  The madder that was broken and heated that day produced lighter oranges.  It is 

becoming apparent that long term cold dyeing and pre-soaked madder will give some of the 

best reds. 

Temperatures were carefully monitored and kept between 120-170° F.  It may be interesting to 

see what colors can be achieved at a lower temperature.  Several sources gave 120° as the 

temperature at which the dye chemical alizarin, which produces red, is released.  I’m curious to 

see if that means at lower temperatures yellower oranges can be achieved or if there is just 

little to no color released.   

Several sources also mentioned hardness and pH as factors that affect the color.  We did try 

slaked lime and calcium carbonate, and both did indeed deepen the color achieved.  Iron was 

also used as a modifier, and its results were especially satisfactory.  The light orangey-tan was 

darkened to a purple-brown.  Because of the limited number of skeins available during this dye 

session, not all of the combinations of madder preparation, mordant, and modifier were tested.   

Definitely something that needs to be tried in the future! 

The two mordants used resulted in distinct color families among the skeins dyed.  The copper 

mordant resulted in various shades of brown –everything from a light orangey-tan to a deep 

purpley-raisin.  The alum mordanted skeins stayed in the orange-red family with colors ranging 

from a salmon to a deep almost-red.   

One learned lesson that needs to be highlighted is whether soda ash is really useful as a finish 

remover.  The skeins had developed an odd hand (they felt weird) and were actually felting to 

one another.  This made it difficult for the dye to be absorbed evenly.  The soda ash used to 

remove the commercial finish is the most likely culprit.  In the future, I will be eliminating that 

step from the fiber preparation process or substituting a smaller amount of baking soda.   

Overall, I’m extremely pleased with the variety of shades we achieved and feel like valuable 

information was gained.  The dye session has left me excited to experiment more!  

 

  

T 



Dyeing with Madder, Fiber Arts Track, Great Western War 2014 

THL Meave Douglass,  meavedouglass@gmail.com 

Bibliography:  
 

1. Barber, E. J. W. Prehistoric Textiles: The Development of Cloth in the Neolithic and 
Bronze Ages with Special Reference to the Aegean. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton UP, 1991. 
Print. 
 

2. Barber, E. J. W. Prehistoric Textiles: The Development of Cloth in the Neolithic and 
Bronze Ages with Special Reference to the Aegean. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton UP, 1991. 
Print. 
 

3. Brunello, Franco, and Bernard Hickey. The Art of Dyeing in the History of Mankind. 
Vicenza: N. Pozza, 1973. Print. 
 

4. Caley, Earle. "The Stockholm Papyrus." Journal of Chemical Education IV (1927): 978-
1002. Print. 
 

5. Caley, Earle. "The Leyden Papyrus X." Journal of Chemical Education III (1926): 1149-
166. Print. 
 

6. Cardon, Dominique. Natural Dyes: Sources, Tradition, Technology and Science. London: 
Archetype, 2007. Print. 
 

7. Cennini, Cennino D'Andrea. The Craftsman's Handbook "Il Libro Dell' Arte" New York: 
Dover Publications, 1960. Print. 
 

8. Crowfoot, Elisabeth, and Frances Pritchard. Textiles and Clothing: Medieval Finds from 
Excavations in London C.1150-c.1450. London: HMSO, 1992. Print. 
 

9. Dean, Jenny. The Craft of Natural Dyeing. Tunbridge Wells: Search, 1994. Print. 
 

10. Dean, Jenny. Wild Color: The Complete Guide to Making and Using Natural Dyes. Rev. 
and Updated Ed., 1st Rev. U.S. ed. New York: Watson-Guptill, 2010. Print. 
 

11. Dean, Jenny. A Heritage of Colour: Natural Dyes past and Present. Tunbridge Wells: 
Search, 2014. Print. 
 

12. Edelstein, Sidney M., and Hector C. Borghetty. The Plictho of Gioanventura Rosetti: 
Instructions in the Art of the Dyers Which Teaches the Dyeing of Woolen Cloths, Linens, 
Cottons, and Silk by the Great Art As Well As by the Common. Cambridge: MIT, 1969. 
Print. 
 
 



Dyeing with Madder, Fiber Arts Track, Great Western War 2014 

THL Meave Douglass,  meavedouglass@gmail.com 

13. Edmonds, John. The History of Woad and the Medieval Woad Vat. Little Chalfont: J. 
Edmonds], 1998. Print. 
 

14. Edmonds, John. Medieval Textile Dyeing. Little Chalfont: J. Edmonds, 2003. Print. 
 

15. Ewing, Thor. Viking Clothing. Repr. ed. Stroud: History, 2009. Print. 
 

16. Fransen, Lilli, Anna Norgard, Else Østergård, and Shelly Nordtorp-Madson. Medieval 
Garments Reconstructed Norse Clothing Patterns. Santa Barbara: Aarhus UP, 2011. 
Print. 
 

17. Freeman, Margaret B. The Unicorn Tapestries. New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art 
:, 1976. Print. 
 

18. Frick, Carole Collier. Dressing Renaissance Florence: Families, Fortunes, &amp; Fine 
Clothing. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 2002. Print. 
 

19. Geijer, Agnes. A History of Textile Art. London: Pasold Research Fund in Association 
with Sotheby Parke Bernet ;, 1979. Print. 
 

20. Grape, Wolfgang. The Bayeux Tapestry. Munich: Prestel, 1994. Print. 
 

21. Grierson, Su. The Colour Cauldron. Perth: S. Grierson, 1986. Print. 
 

22. Grierson, Su. The Colour Cauldron: The History and Use of Natural Dyes in Scotland. 
Perth: S. Grierson, 1986. Print. 
 

23. Hagg, Inga, and Gertrud Nyberg. Die Textilfunde Aus Dem Hafen Von Haithabu. 
 eum nster: K. Wachholtz, 1984. Print. 
 

24. Hall, A.R. "Evidence of Dye Plants from Viking Age York and Medieval Beverly." Dyes in 
History and Archaeologgy 2 (1983): 25. Print. 
 

25. Hall, Dr Allan R., and Philippa Tomlinson. "Archaeological Records of Dye Plants—and 
Update with a  ote on Fullers’ Teasels." Dyes in History and Archaeology 8 (1989): 19-
21. Print. 
 

26. Hawthorne, John G. On Divers Arts: The Foremost Medieval Treatise on Painting, 
Glassmaking, and Metalwork. New York: Dover Publications, 1979. Print. 
 

27. Heckett, Elizabeth. Viking Age Headcoverings from Dublin. Dublin: Royal Irish 
Academy, 2003. Print. 
 
 



Dyeing with Madder, Fiber Arts Track, Great Western War 2014 

THL Meave Douglass,  meavedouglass@gmail.com 

28. Hedeager Krag, Anne. "Dress and Fashion in Denmark's Viking Age." Northern 
Archaeological Textiles: NESAT VII ; Textile Symposium in Edinburgh, 5th-7th May 
1999. Oxford: Oxbow, 2005. 29-35. Print. 
 

29. Hofenk-De Graaff, Judith H. "The Chemistry of Red Dyestuffs in Medieval and Early 
Modern Europe." Cloth and Clothing in Medieval Europe: Essays in Memory of 
Professor E.M. Carus-Wilson. London: Heinemann Educational  ;, 1983. 71-79. Print. 

30. Jaacks, Gisela, and Klaus Tidow, eds.                              -           
                                     -archaeological Textiles.  eum nster,  ermany  
Tex lmuseum  eum nster, 1994. Print. 
 

31. Kirby, Jo, ed.                                                                          
                                                    , Lyons, 11-12 Dec. 1997 and the 
17th Meeting, Held at the National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, 26-27 Nov. 1998. 
London: Archetype, 2001. Print. 
 

32. Kirby, Jo, Chris Cooksey, Anita Quye, and Jan Wouters, eds. Dyes in History and 
Archaeology 19: Including Papers Presented at the 19th Meeting Held at the Royal 
Museum, National Museums of Scotland, Edinburgh, 19-20 October 2000. London: 
Archetype, 2003. Print. 
 

33. Kirby, Jo, Chris Cooksey, Maarten R. Van Bommel, and Anita Quye, eds. Dyes in History 
and Archaeology 20: Including Papers Presented at the 20th Meeting Held at the 
Instituut Collectie Nederland, Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 1-2 November 2001. 
London: Archetype, 2005. Print. 
 

34. Kirby, Jo, and Martin Bommel. Natural Colorants for Dyeing and Lake Pigments: 
Practical Recipes and Their Historical Sources. London: Archetype, 2014. Print. 
 

35. Koren, Zvi C. "Chromatographic Analyses of Selected Historic Dyeings from Ancient 
Israel." Scientific Analysis of Ancient and Historic Textiles: Informing Preservation, 
Display and Interpretation: Postprints : AHRC Research Center for Textile Conservation 
and Textile Studies, First Annual Conference 13-15 July 2004. London: Archetype, 2005. 
Print. 
 

36. Koslin, Desiree, and Janet Snyder. Encountering Medieval Textiles and Dress: Objects, 
Texts, Images. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002. Print. 
 

37. Leggett, William F. Ancient and Medieval Dyes. Landisville: Coachwhip, 2009. Print. 
 

38. Leggett, William F. Ancient and Medieval Dyes. Landisville, PA: Coachwhip, 2009. Print. 
 

39. Leo III papa, n.d. Capitulare de villis. [Cod. Guelf. 254 Helmst.]. (s.l.): (s.n.) 
 



Dyeing with Madder, Fiber Arts Track, Great Western War 2014 

THL Meave Douglass,  meavedouglass@gmail.com 

40. Liles, J. N. The Art and Craft of Natural Dyeing: Traditional Recipes for Modern Use . 
Knoxville: U of Tennessee, 1990. Print. 
 

41. Mascall, Leonard. A Profitable Booke Declaring Dyuers Approoued Remedies to Take 
out Spottes and Staines in Silkes, Veluets, Linnen and Woollen Clothes with Diuers 
Colours How to Die Veluets and Sylkes ... Also to Dresse Leather, and to Colour Felles, 
How to Gild, Grave, S. Imprinted at London: By Thomas Purfoote ..., 1588. Print. 
 

42. McKenna, Nancy M. "Madder Dyeing." Medieval Textiles 1.29 (2001): 3-5. Print. 
43. Merrifield, Mary P. Medieval and Renaissance Treatises on the Arts of Painting: 

Original Texts with English Translations. New York: Dover Publications, 2010. Print. 
 

44. Mikhaila, Ninya, and Jane Davies. The Tudor Tailor: Reconstructing 16th-century Dress. 
Hollywood, Calif.: Costume and Fashion, 2006. Print. 
 

45. Miller, Robert Parsons. Chaucer: Sources and Backgrounds. New York: Oxford UP, 
1977. Print. 
 

46. Munro, John H. "The Medieval Scarlet and the Economics of Sartorial Splendour." 
Cloth and Clothing in Medieval Europe: Essays in Memory of Professor E.M. Carus-
Wilson. London: Heinemann Educational;, 1983. 13-70. Print. 
 

47. Möller-Wiering, Susan. War and Worship Textiles from 3rd to 4th-century AD Weapon 
Deposits in Denmark and Northern Germany. Havertown: Oxbow, 2011. Print. 
 

48. Østergård, Else. Woven into the Earth: Textiles from Norse Greenland. Aarhus: Aarhus 
UP, 2004. Print. 
 

49. Owen-Crocker, Gale R. Dress in Anglo-Saxon England. Woodbridge: Boydell, 2004. 
Print. 
 

50. Pedersen, Kathrine Vesterga. The Medieval Broadcloth: Changing Trends in Fashions, 
Manufacturing and Consumption. Oxford: Oxbow, 2009. Print. 
 

51. Ploss, Emil Ernst. Ein Buch Von Alten Farben - Technologie Der Textilfarben Im 
Mittelalter Mit Einem Ausblick Auf Die Festen Farben., Mit 2 Vorangestellten Beitr. 
über Die Geschichte Der Farben Rot Und Blau Von Margarete Bruns. Munich: 
Gräfelfing Vor München: Moos, 1989. Print. 
 

52. Priest-Dorman, Carolyn. "Trade Cloaks: Icelandic Supplementary Weft Pile Textiles." 
Medieval Textiles 28 (2001): 8-14. Print. 
 

53. Pritchard, Frances, and John Peter Wild. Northern Archaeological Textiles: NESAT VII ; 
Textile Symposium in Edinburgh, 5th-7th May 1999. Oxford: Oxbow, 2005. Print. 



Dyeing with Madder, Fiber Arts Track, Great Western War 2014 

THL Meave Douglass,  meavedouglass@gmail.com 

 
54. Quye, Anita. "Wroughte in Gold and Silk": Preserving the Art of Historic Tapestries. 

Edinburgh: National Museums Scotland, 2009. Print. 
 

55. Pliny, The Elder. Natural History. Ed. H. Rackham. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 
1938. Print. 
 

56. Rogers, J. M. The Topkapi Saray Museum: Costumes, Embroideries and Other Textiles. 
[Expanded ed. London: Thames & Hudson, 1986. Print. 
 
 

57. Rogerson, Andrew, and Carolyn Dallas. Excavations in Thetford, 1948-59 and 1973-80. 
Dereham, Norfolk: Norfolk Archaeological Unit, Norfolk Museums Service, 1984. Print.  
 

58. Sandberg, Go. The Red Dyes: Cochineal, Madder, and Murex Purple : A World Tour of 
Textile Techniques. Asheville, NC: Lark, 1997. Print. 
 

59.  andberg,   sta. The Red Dyes: Cochineal, Madder, and Murex Purple : A World Tour 
of Textile Techniques. Asheville, NC: Lark, 1997. Print. 
 

60. Taylor, G.W. "Detection and Identification of Dyes on Anglo-Scandinavian Textiles." 
Studies in Conservation 28 (1983): 23-26. Print. 
 

61. Taylor, G.W. "On the Nature of Dyeings with Madder and Related Dyestuffs." Dyes in 
History and Archaeology 9 (1990): 23-26. Print. 
 

62. Tomlinson, Philippa. "Use of Vegetative Remains in the Identification of Dyeplants 
from Waterlogged 9th-10th Century AD Deposits at York." Journal of Archaeological 
Science 12 (1985): 269-83. Print. 
 

63. Vanden Berghe, I., Margarita Gleba, and Ulla Mannering. "Towards The Identification 
Of Dyestuffs In Early Iron Age Scandinavian Peat Bog Textiles." Journal of 
Archaeological Science 36.9 (2009): 1910-921. Print. 
 

64. Vedeler, Marianne. Silk for the Vikings. Oxford: Oxbow, 2014. Print. 
 

65. Walton Rogers, Penelope. Textiles, Cordage and Raw Fibre from 16-22 Coppergate. 
London: Published for the York Trust by the Council for British Archaeology, 1989. 
Print. 
 

66. Walton Rogers, Penelope. Cloth and Clothing in Early Anglo-Saxon England, AD 450-
700. York: Council for British Archaeology, 2007. Print. 
 
 



Dyeing with Madder, Fiber Arts Track, Great Western War 2014 

THL Meave Douglass,  meavedouglass@gmail.com 

67. Walton-Rogers, Penelope. "Dyes and Wools in Iron Age Textiles from Norway and 
Denmark." Journal of Danish Archaeology 7 (1988): 144-58. Print. 
 

68. Walton-Rogers, Penelope. "Dyes of the Viking Age: A Summary of Recent Work." Dyes 
in History and Archaeology 7 (1989): 14-20. Print. 
 

69. Walton-Rogers, Penelope. Textiles, Cordage and Raw Fibre from 16-22 Coppergate. 
London: Published for the York Trust by the Council for British Archaeology, 1989. 
Print. 
 

70. Walton-Rogers, Penelope. Textile Production at 16-22 Coppergate. York: Published for 
the York Archaeological Trust by Council for British Archaeology, 1997. Print.  
 
 

71. Walton-Rogers, Penelope. Cloth and Clothing in Early Anglo-Saxon England, AD 450-
700. York: Council for British Archaeology, 2007. Print. 
 

72. Wild, John Peter. Textiles in Archaeology. Princes Risborough, Aylesbury, Bucks: Shire 
Publications, 2003. Print. 
 

73. Williams, Susan. The Story of Colour in Textiles: Imperial Purple to Denim Blue. London: 
Bloomsbury, 2013. Print. 

 


