Reconstructing Historical Inks
June 4-6, 2026

1. Brazilwood Red (brazilin)

Solvent: white vinegar (or water): 100 ml

8 parts brazilwood: 16 grams
1 part gum Arabic: 2 grams
1 part alum (potash alum): 2 grams
1 part sugar: 2 grams

Step 1: Add brazilwood raspings to vinegar
(or water), and boil for 20 minutes to extract
the brazilin. Vinegar is a mild acid, which
shifts its color towards the red end of the
spectrum. (With an alkali, the opposite of an
acid, brazilin would become purple.)

Step 2: Remove from heat, and use a coffee
filter to separate the liquid from the solids.
Proceed in batches. Save the filtrate (what
passes through the filter); discard the
retentate (what remains in the filter).

Sean Silver
sean.silver@rutgers.edu

From Robert Dossie, Handmaid to the Arts
(1764), 12-13.

Take the raspings of Brasil wood a quarter of
a pound, and infuse them two or three days in
vinegar, which should be colourless where it
can be so procured. Boil the infusion then an
hour over a gentle fire, and afterwards filter
it, while hot, through paper laid in an earthen
cullender. Put it again over the fire, and
dissolve in it, first half an ounce of gum
Arabic, and afterward of allum and white
sugar, each half an ounce. (nb: red ink may
likewise be prepared, of white wine instead of
vinegar; ... Small beer [i.e. low- or non-
alcohol content beer] has been sometimes
used for the same purpose.)s

Step 3: Sprinkle gum Arabic in dye filtrate, and stir until hydrated. Gums thicken and bind.

Step 5: Add alum. Alum is a mordant, creating a chemical bond between the brazilin and its
paper substrate. Mordants also change the electrical energy of the brazilin, changing its color.

Step 6: Dossie's recipe calls for sugar—which alters reflectance properties, and probably

thickens and helps bind.

Step 7: The ink will probably require thickening through boiling. Return to the heat to boil
gently until thick enough that it does not bleed when applied to a surface.
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