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4: Olive Drab (quercetin) 
 
 96 pt H20  100ml 

8 pt oak bark  8 grams 
 4 pt blue copperas (CuSO4): 4 g 
 4 pt gum arabic 4 grams 
 
Step 1: Tear up oak bark.   
 
Step 2: Add bark to water, and boil.  Stir 
occasionally.  Boil for 20-30 minutes to 
extract chromophore. 
 
Step 3: Remove from heat.  Place coffee 
filter in basket or funnel, and work in 
batches to filter bark solution.  Save filtrate (what passes through the filter); discard retentate 
(what remains in the filter). 
 
Step 3: Add alum and stir until dissolved.  Alum is a mordant, creating a chemical bond between 
chromophore and paper.  Mordants also change the total electrical energy of chromophore 
molecules.  You may notice a color change. 
 
Step 4: Sprinkle in gum Arabic, and stir until hydrated.  Gums thicken and bind. 
 
Step 5: The ink may be ready to use now, but will probably require thickening through boiling.  
Return to the heat to boil gently until thick enough that it does not bleed or run.  NOTE: 
excessive thickening produces a color that tends towards brown. 
 
Further Reading: 
 

 
 
  

• Dominique Cardon, et al. "Yellow dyes of historical importance," 4 parts (1995-96) 
• Jason Logan, Make Ink: A Forager's Guide... (2019) 
• Dominique Cardon, Natural Dyes – Sources, Tradition, Technology and Science 

(London: Archetype, 2007) 
• The Winsor & Newton archives: 

https://www.hki.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/archives/winsor-and-newton 

From Edward Bancroft, Philosophy of 
Permanent Colours (1794, 1814), 2.107 
 
...respecting the use of copper, or rather the 
oxides and solutions of that metal alone, as 
mordants or bases for dyeing with quercitron 
bark on wool or cloth... [their] general effect 
is to raise and fix the quercitron yellow; but at 
the same time to give it a greenish or rather 
an olive tint.  Wool dyed with a tenth of its 
weight of bark, and half as much sulphate of 
copper, received an agreeable colour, between 
the yellow and the olive (2.107). 
 


