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2. Cochineal Red (carminic acid) 
 
Cochineal:    2 grams   
Potassium carbonate:   4 grams  
Alum:     1 gram 
Potassium Bitartrate (cream tartar): 11 g 
Gum Arabic:    2.5 grams 
Water:     150 ml 
 
Step 1: Crack and roughly grind cochineal 
"grains" with a mortar and pestle.  Add to 
150ml water and make hot or boil, stirring occasionally to extract the color compound carminic 
acid.   
 
Step 2: Add potassium carbonate.  Potassium carbonate is an alkali; you may notice the color 
changing towards purple. 
 
Step 2: Remove from heat.   
 
Step 3: Filter through coffee filter.  Save the filtrate (what passes through the filter); discard the 
retentate (what remains in the filter). 
 
Step 4: SLOWLY add alum to filtrate.  There will probably be some foaming.  Pause while the 
foaming subsides, or knock down the foam with a stirrer.  The alum, a mild acid, is reacting with 
the potassium carbonate, an alkali; carbon dioxide is released in the reaction. 
 
Alum is a mordant.  It donates an aluminum ion to bridge between chromophore and substrate.  
Mordants also change the total electrical charge of carminic acid molecules, changing their color. 
 
Step 5: VERY SLOWLY add a couple of grams of cream of tartar, a mild acid added to adjust 
color.  If it foams, wait for it to subside or knock it down before adding more.  Repeat.  (In my 
experience, I don't find this step to be necessary at all.) 
 
Step 6: Sprinkle in gum Arabic, and stir until fully hydrated.  Gums thicken and bind. 
 
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. 
 

 
  

From King's American Dispensatory (1854): 
 
Red ink may be made as follows: Take of 
cochineal in powder, 160 grains; carbonate of 
potassium, 320 grains; distilled water, 8 fluid 
ounces., mix together and boil; then add of 
alum, 80 grains; bitartrate of potassium, 2 
ounces; let them stand for 24 hours, filter, and 
add 1/2 ounce of powdered gum Arabic.  [nb 
1 ounce is appx 430 grains] 
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