
1Organic Pigments - THLady Jorhildr Hrafnkelsdottir 

Making Organic Pigments
for use in Illuminations

Rose, Sap Green, Yellow

As presented by
THLady Jorhildr Hrafnkelsdottir

at Gulf Wars XXV
March 2016

Updated March 2017



2 Organic Pigments - THLady Jorhildr Hrafnkelsdottir 



3Organic Pigments - THLady Jorhildr Hrafnkelsdottir 

Many organic dyes need to be bound to a substrate, such as white lead or 
marble dust, to turn them into a lake pigment. These color are not colorfast 
and will fade or shift color over time, especially if exposed to sunlight.

Always work in a well-ventilated area and wear gloves when handling chemical.

You will want a mortar and pestle for doing the initial grind on your new pigment.

A non-reactive pot, coffee filters, and glass jars are a must as well.

I suggest having some clove oil on hand. A drop mixed with your wet 
pigment will help keep it from molding while it dries.

Suppliers

www.griffindyeworks.com
Primarily for fiber dying, but many of the

products work for pigment making as well.

www.kremerpigments.com
In addition to finished pigments, they carry buckthorn berries and 
other organics for making pigments. They also carry potash and 

marble dust (and other variants of calcium carbonate).

Resources
An Anonymous Fourteenth-century Treatise, De Arte Illuminandi: The 
Technique of Manuscript Illumination. Translated by Daniel Varney 
Thompson, George Heard Hamilton. Yale University Press, 1933. Book.

A Booke of Secrets, Shewing Divers Waies to Make and Prepare All 
Sorts of Inke, and Colours. Anonymous. London: Adam Islip, 1596. Book.

Thompson, Daniel V. The Materials and Techniques of Medieval 
Painting. New York: Dover Publications, 1956. Book.

Cennini, Cennino d’Andrea. The Craftman’s Handbook “Il Libro dell’ 
Arte”. Translated by Daniel Varney Thompson, Jr. Dover Publications 
Inc, 1933. Book.
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Rose Pigment from Brazil wood:

One of the dark pink colors in medieval manuscripts is a rose color 
made from Brazilwood.

Brazil is wood from a tree of the Caesalpinia family. Multiple varieties exist 
in the Middle East and in South America for which the country of Brazil 
was named. The wood contains a chemical that produces a lake pigment 
when mixed with a mordant. In this case, the mordant is alum. Like all lake 
pigments, the result is not colorfast and will fade or shift color over time.

Materials: 

• Brazilwood shavings - from Griffin Dyeworks
• Alum - from Griffin Dyeworks 
• Potash (Potassium Carbonate) - from Kremer Pigments
• Marble Dust (Calcium Carbonate)- from Kremer Pigments
• Distilled Water
• Clove oil (preservative)

This Recipe is taken from De Arte Illuminadi:

“The body-color pink is made in this way. Take some of the best brazil wood...
and with a knife or a piece of glass, scrape off as much of this wood as you 
want. And put it into a lye made from the wood of vines or oaks.... And put this 
into a glazed dish which will stand the heat: and have the lye cover this brazil, 
so that whatever part of it is extractable may be thoroughly extracted by this 
lye. And let it stand in this lye for a night or a day to soften. Then put it on the fire, 
and heat it to the boiling point, but do not let it boil; and stir it often with a stick. 
Then take account of how much scraped brazil there was, and take the same 
quantity of very nice white marble very thoroughly worked up on the porphyry 
to an impalpable powder, or scraped with a knife, and as much sugar alum 
or rock alum as there is of the brazil. And grinding them thoroughly, mix them 
gradually in this dish, always stirring it with a stick, until the froth which it makes 
subsides, and it is well colored. And then it is strained through a clean linen or 
hempen cloth into as glazed or unglazed porringer. ... 

And know that some say that the lye, after it is well colored, should be strained 
through a cloth into a glazed dish; and after getting it fairly hot, they put in the 
alum and marble. And it will take up the color immediately; and the water will 
separate almost clear above it, and you pour it off carefully.”
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You will need:

.2 of an ounce of brazil wood

.2 of an ounce of Alum

.2 ounces of marble dust
Potash (a pinch)  Distilled Water

In a non-reactive pot, dissolve a small amount 
of potash into distilled water.

Add the Brazil wood. The water should 
almost instantly turn red. Let the mixture 
soak at least overnight.

Heat the Brazil wood to near-boiling. Let 
cool, then strain the mixture through a filter.

Dispose of the wood pulp and put the 
liquid back on the heat. Once it is nearly, 
but not quite, boiling, slowly add .2 
ounces Alum.

After the alum is fully dissolved, slowly 
stir in the .2 ounces marble dust. The 
mixture will froth and bubble and try to 
crawl out of your pot. Stir Stir STIR! 
Once the fluff is well colored, transfer it 
to a glass jar or preferably an unglazed 
ceramic container.

You may wish to add a drop of clove oil 
to prevent mold from forming as your 
pigment dries.

After the mixture settles, use a pipette to 
draw the excess liquid off the top.

The pigment may take several days to dry, especially if it’s in a glass 
container. Stir the pigment daily to help speed drying.

Once it is completely dry, transfer it to your mortar and grind the pigment 
to a fine powder. Your pigment may require more grinding with a muller 
when you are ready to make it into paint.
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Sap Green:

Sap green, also called verjuice, is a pigment extracted from the ripe 
berries of the Rhamnus bush, also known as buckthorn or persian berries. 
The resulting color is not permanent, but is more stable when processed 
with alum. Sap green was usually mixed with other pigments to enhance 
their color or simply used as a glaze.

Materials: 

• Dried Ripe Buckthorne Berries - from Kremer Pigments
• Alum
• Potash (Potassium Carbonate)  - from Kremer Pigments
• Distilled Water
• Clove oil (preservative)

This Recipe is also taken from De Arte Illuminadi:

“And you do the same thing with those buckthorn berries which are gathered in 
the vintage season, namely in this fashion. Take the aforesaid seeds or berries, 
put them in a glazed porringer, and break or crush them well with your fingers. 
Then dissolve in clear lye, not too strong, as much rock alum as will dissolve on 
the fire. And pour enough of this lye and alum over the berries in the porringer 
to cover these berries, crushed as directed. And let them stand so, out of the 
way, for three days; and then wring them out with your hands in a linen cloth, 
and strain the juice into another glazed porringer. And if you want, you can 
keep it in linen cloths; do throughout as directed above for the juice of the lilies. 
But otherwise put it into a glass bottle, and keep it by sealing the bottle. And 
you can grind vertigris with that juice; it is very good; and if you were to grind 
azurite <with it>, it would change to a very lovely green.”

You will need:

A palmful of dried ripe buckthorn berries
A small quantity of Alum (less than 1/8 tsp)
A tiny bit of potash (a pinch)
Distilled Water

Since we have dried Buckthorn berries, they need to soaked for at least an 
hour in distilled water. While those were soaking, dissolve a small quantity 
of alum and a pinch of potash into distilled water over low heat. When this 
mixture is added to the berries, the brown liquid will turn bright green.
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Seal the mixture in a glass jar and let it ferment for 3 days. Strain through 
a filter or linen cloth. Add a drop of clove oil to prevent mold and store 
in glass dropper bottles.

If your liquid is thick enough, you do not have to add gum arabic to use it as 
a glaze, but I like to add some. Use as a glaze over other color, by itself, or 
mix with ultramarine or azurite blue to get a lovely green color.
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Yellow from Weld (Dyers Weed):

Sap green, also called verjuice, is a pigment extracted from the ripe 
berries of the Rhamnus bush, also known as buckthorn or persian berries. 
The resulting color is not permanent, but is more stable when processed 
with alum. Sap green was usually mixed with other pigments to enhance 
their color or simply used as a glaze.

Materials: 

• Weld - from Griffin Dyeworks
• Alum
• Potash (Lye)  - from Kremer Pigments
• Marble Dust (Calcium Carbonate) - from Kremer Pigments
• Distilled Water
• Clove oil (preservative)

This Recipe is taken from De Arte Illuminadi, an anonymous 
14th century manual:

“It is also made in a similar way out of that dyiers’ weed.” Take this and cut it 
up fine with a knife, and put it into plain water or fairly strong lye,” and have 
the water or lye stand over the weed in good measure. Boil it hard for a while; 
then, if there is one handful of the plant, put in an ounce and a half of white 
lead, well worked up. But, before you put in the white lead, work up one ounce 
of rock alum thoroughly, and put it into this dish with the decoction of the plant, 
and get it dissolved. And when it is dissolved, add the white lead gradually, 
constantly stirring it with a stick until all those things are thoroughly incorporated. 
And then strain it through a linen cloth into an earthenware porringer, fired but 
not glazed, and let it settle. And pour off the water, and again put in some clear 
plain water. And when the substance settles pour off the water; and let it dry, 
and put it away.”

You will need:

A handful of Weld (dyer’s weed)
A half ounce of Alum
A tiny bit of potash (lye)
Half an ounce of Marble Dust (as a substitute for toxic lead)
Distilled Water

Soak the weld at least overnight in distilled water with a small quantity 
of potash (lye) added to bring the PH down to 5 or 6. After bringing the 
mixture to boil, add about half an ounce of alum to the pot.
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Once the alum is dissolved, strain the 
mixture though linen or a filter to remove 
the weld pulp.

Return the liquid to the pot and bring the 
liquid back to a boil.

As with the rose pigment, the marble 
dust must be added slowly. The resulting 
chemical reaction will cause the mixture to 
froth and bubble and it can easily grow 
out of your pot. Stir rapidly to help keep it 
from growing too much.

Transfer the mixture to a glass jar and mix 
in a drop of clove oil. Let the mixture settle, 
then drain off the top liquid with a pipette. 
Add fresh water to the jar and again let 
the pigment settle out. After draining off 
the water one more time, I transfer  the 
wet pigment to a small unglazed bowl to 
allow the pigment to dry quickly. If you 
do not have an unglazed bowl, you can 
let the pigment dry in an open glass jar or 
bowl. Stir the mixture daily to help speed 
the drying process.

Like the Rose pigment, use a mortar 
and pestle to grind your pigment into a 
powder.  Use a muller and grinding plate 
to mix your pigment with gum arabic or 
glair to turn it into paint.
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Additional Information for turning your
new powdered pigments into paint for illumination.

Binders
Once you have your pigments, you’ll need something to turn them into 
paint. For illumination, glair and gum arabic are the common binders.

Glair is made by beating egg whites until they form stiff peaks; the stiffer 
the better. Make sure to use a ceramic bowl to avoid chemical reactions. 
Cover with plastic wrap and leave overnight. The next day, you’ll notice 
the “foam” will have formed a clear liquid. This liquid is the glair. Carefully 
drain the liquid away from the foam. You may use old hose to strain the 
liquid if you feel it is necessary. I store my glair in glass dropper bottles in 
my refrigerator. The older the glair, the better it works.

A note of caution: glair can be somewhat brittle on a manuscript. 

Gum Arabic is a resin readily available at a hobby or art store. Pigment 
suppliers also carry it in powdered form, which is much cheaper. The 
powder will have to be hydrated prior to use. Gum Arabic does not 
have the brittle issue of glair. 

Making Paint
Your pigment may need to be ground finer for paint. A textured glass 
plate and a muller work well for this task. A mortar and pestle can be 
a bit too large for the quantities used for illuminations and you may not 
get a fine enough grind.

Once your pigment is properly ground with a muller and glass plate, 
add a few drops of water to the pigment and grind until you have 
a creamy paste. Once you have a paste, you’re ready to add your 
binder. Some pigments work better with glair; other with gum arabic. 
Experimentation is the best way to determine which works best for your 
given pigment. In some cases, a mixture of the two is effective as well.

Add a few drops of your binder of choice and mix well. Once you 
believe you have a good consistency, test your paint. If it smudges or 
cracks when dry, add more binder. Continue this process until the dry 
paint does not smudge or crack.

Both Gum Arabic can rehydrate. You can allow your paint to dry, and 
use water to turn it back into paint. 
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