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6. Iron Gall Black, simple (tannins) 
 
16 parts Galls    16 grams 
8 parts Green vitriol   8 grams 
2.5 parts gum Arabic   2.5 grams 
1 part alum    1 grams 
 
Step 1: Crack and roughly grind galls with a 
mortar and pestle.  Add to 100ml water and 
bring to a boil, stirring occasionally.  Boil 
for 30 minutes to extract tannins from galls.  
Tannins are complex polyphenols, long 
chains of carbon and sugars found in things 
like tea, or almost all parts of an oak tree. 
 
Step 2: Remove from heat.   
 
Step 3: Filter.  Place coffee filter in basket 
or funnel, and filter gall solution.  Work in batches if necessary.  Save filtrate (what passes 
through the filter); discard retentate (what remains in the filter). 
 
Step 4: Add green vitriol (green copperas, iron(ii) sulfate) to filtered tannins.  This is an iron salt 
mordant; it darkens the tannins, partly bond the ink to the writing surface, and makes it insoluble 
as it oxidizes.   
 
Step 5: Sprinkle in gum Arabic, and stir until it is hydrated.  Gums thicken and bind. 
 
Step 6: Add alum.  Alum is also a mordant (very early recipes commonly omit this). 
 
Step 7: The ink may be ready to use now, but will probably require thickening through boiling.  
Return to the heat to boil until thick enough that it does not bleed when applied to a surface. 
 

 
 
 

Dossie, Handmaid to the Arts (1758), 2.6. 
 
Take one gallon of soft water, and pour it 
boiling hot on one pound of powdered galls 
put into a proper vessel.  Stop the mouth of 
the vessel, and set it in the sun in summer, or 
in winter where it may be warmed by any 
fire, and let it stand two or three days.  Add 
then half a pound of green vitriol powdered, 
and, having stirred the mixture well together 
with a wooden spatula, let it stand again for 
two or three days, repeating the stirring, when 
add further to it five ounces of gum Arabic 
dissolved in a quart of boiling water; and, 
lastly, two ounces of allum, after which the 
ink should be strained through a coarse linen 
cloth for use.   
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