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3. Buckthorn Yellow (rhamnetin) 
 
150ml water 
32 parts Buckthorn berries  16 grams 
8 parts + 1 part allum   4 g + .5 g 
2 parts gum Arabic    1 gram 
1 part sugar    .5 gram 
 
Step 1: Crack buckthorn berries with a 
mortar and pestle, and grind roughly.   
 
Step 2: Add buckthorn berries to water, and boil.  Add 4 grams of alum.  Stir occasionally.  Boil 
for 20-30 minutes to extract chromophore. 
 
Step 3: Remove from heat, and work in batches, using a coffee filter to separate filtrate (what 
passes through the filter) from retentate (what remains in the filter).   
 
Step 4: Sprinkle in gum Arabic, and stir until hydrated.  Gums thicken and bind. 
 
Step 5: Add sugar.  Sugar changes reflectance properties (adds sheen) and probably binds and 
thickens. 
 
Step 6: Add remainder of alum and stir until dissolved.  I don't know why Dossie calls for a 
second addition of alum. 
 
Step 7: 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 when applied to a 
surface. 
 

  

From Robert Dossie, Handmaid to the Arts 
(1764), 12-13. 
 
Preparation of yellow writing ink. 
Boil two ounces of the French berries in a 
quart of water, with half an ounce of allum, 
till one-third of the fluid be evaporated, and 
then dissolve in it two drams of gum Arabic, 
and one dram of sugar, and afterwards a dram 
of allum powdered.  [1oz = 16 drams] 

Further Reading: 
 

• cameo.mfa.org/wiki/Buckthorn_berries 
• 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) 


