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Introduction to the dyed calicos 

Plant dyes are something that surround us without us even knowing. There are many good sources of yellow 

especially that can be foraged from verges, often they are considered weeds. This fits well with one idea of 

the commons or commoning—harvesting sustainably from plants that grow wild or semi-wild alongside us. 

Plants that nobody own. However, some colours, such as red, and especially blue are harder to find and 

commanded a high price. As a result, the search for good dye plants was also a big driver of colonialism in 

the dawn of capitalism. The idea of “the commons” was also used to justify colonialism – that these natural 

resources belonged to everyone, and if indigenous people did not seem to be making good use of the land, 

then it could be taken away from them. In the process, non-European knowledge of plant dyes was at times 

appropriated and at other times irradicated. 

Printed calicos from India using plant dyes and mordants on cotton fabric were a particularly popular 

colonial commodity in Europe from the seventeenth century, until many countries introduced import bans 

to support local industries during the eighteenth century. These European calico printers appropriated the 

Indian techniques, and used plant dyes from around the globe such as indigo cultivated with enslaved 

labour in the Americas, and later India, under the plantation system; and brazilwood and logwood from the 

rainforests of Central and South America. 

The printed calicos displayed in the Wagon Walk tell these entwined global histories.  

 

Headscarf in Cannibal and Witches pattern, 2020 [top of case] 

Patterned calicos formed an integral part of regional peasant costumes in many 

Eastern European and Scandinavian countries. They were used for headscarves, 

aprons, and linings for bodices – thereby demonstrating that the figure of the 

peasant that has been used to construct ideas of nationhood in Europe, was in 

fact implicated in global colonial forces. See below for details of the Cannibal 

and Witches pattern. 

Media: Brazilwood, madder, and logwood, printed on cotton lawn. 

 

Woad leaves, balls, and dyed wool (MERL 2018/33-37) [bottom of case] 

These woad samples were collected by Jamieson Boyd Hurry from the last working woad mill in Parson's 

Drove, Wisbech. Woad was grown in East Anglia into the twentieth century where the last working rural 

production was based. The introduction of synthetic indigo made from cold tar at the turn of the twentieth 

century brought woad cultivation to an end, but it had already been declining for centuries due to the 

importation of tropical indigo from colonial plantations. The samples were donated to the museum by 

Professor Philip John, of the University of Reading, who used them as a part of the SPINDIGO research 

project (2000–2004). The EU-funded SPINDIGO project researched the possibility of cultivating indigo 

bearing plants in Europe (specifically woad and Japanese indigo) with a view to introducing a more 

environmentally sustainable source of indigo. This suggests that in a post-petroleum age we may see a 

return to plant dyes for colour. 

https://rdg.ent.sirsidynix.net.uk/client/en_GB/merl/search/results?qu=spindigo&te=&lm=MERL2


Woad, Ch’oj, and Chains (blue and red), 2021 

Indigo is the best and most lightfast of plant dyes. In Europe the only native 

plant that contains indigo is woad. Woad was a very early cash crop, making 

centres of production in Toulouse and Thuringia very wealthy. The cultivation of 

woad in Europe declined as indigo from colonial plantations of tropical plants in 

the Americas and then India began to be imported. The indigo plantations in 

the Carribean and the Americas used forced indigenous labour and then 

enslaved Africans. At the same time, a remarkable Mesoamerican indigenous 

technology for making a turquoise pigment from the local indigo plant (Ch’oj in 

Mayan) was lost due to colonialism. Maya blue, as it is now known, has been 

through a process of rediscovery, and recently the Mayan teacher and artist, Luis Manuel May Ku has brought 

the practice back to the Mayan people. 

Media: Maya Blue Ch’oj made by Luis Manuel May Ku, brazilwood, madder, and buckthorn berries printed on calico 

 

Cannibals and Witches, 2021 

The image of the witches comes from The History of Witches and Wizards: Giving a 

True Account of All Their Tryals in England, Scotland, Sweedland, France, and New 

England ... Collected ... By W. P. (1720). The contemporary writer, Silvia Federici 

argues that the Great Witch Hunts in Europe were more about elites asserting 

their power rather than lingering vestiges of medieval thought. She points out 

that tactics used in European Witch Hunts were exported to colonies in order to 

supress indigenous religions and ways of life. 

The image of the cannibals come from Theodor de Bry’s publication about the 

European voyages to the Americas published at the end of the sixteenth century. 

This is the European vision of Tupi Amazonian Amerindians as savage cannibals. The Tupi were involved in 

felling swathes of Brazilwood in return for metal tools for the European dye industry. 

Media: Brazilwood, madder roots, and buckthorn berries, printed on calico. 

 

Instruments of Torture, 2021 

This pattern depicts instruments of torture used in the Great Witch Hunts in 

Europe. The feminist writer Silvia Federici argues that the Great Witch Hunts in 

Europe were a tool to appropriate and control women’s sexuality and 

reproductive capacities. Peasant women would have had an extensive 

knowledge of plants that could be used as contraceptives and abortifacients, 

but this became illegalised. Women’s bodies were essentially enclosed and 

made the private property of men. The madder roots used to print the 

background colour were once used as an abortifacient, sometimes chopped up 

and added to beer. There is reference to the practice in a Norse herbal from 

1500, the Medicalia Lǽknisfrǿði. 

Media: Caput mortum and madder roots printed on calico 



Chopping and Rasping, 2020 

Brazilwood is a tree which produces a red dye, and which gave the country of 

Brazil its name. The birth of the brazilwood trade in the sixteenth century is a 

devastating example of bioprospecting which exploited the Tupi Amerindians, 

who were depicted as savage cannibals by Europeans and decimated the 

brazilwood trees leaving it endangered to this day. Meanwhile, in Europe 

brazilwood was very much implicated in the disciplining of a new proletariat. 

The displacement of peasants in the wake of agrarian capitalism meant that 

many moved to urban centres and became beggars and vagrants.  In response, 

the authorities in Amsterdam, set up a new form of prison that used forced 

labour to discipline and reform these vagrants of rural origin. In 1596 the Rasp- and Spinn- huis was 

established, and functioned until 1815. Here, male inmates were set to work rasping brazilwood for the dye 

and pigment industry, while women were forced to spin and weave textiles. 

Media: Brazilwood printed on calico 

 

Woad, Ch’oj, and Chains (Blue and pink), 2021 

For details of the pattern and dyes used in this printed calico see the blue and 

red patterned calico listed above. 

Media: Maya Blue Ch’oj made by Luis Manuel May Ku, Brazilwood and madder printed 

on calico 

 
  

 

 

 

Burning Books, 2021 

This pattern is based on an image of the burning of heretical books from the 

fifteenth-century Nuremberg Chronicle. It stands in for the destruction of all 

sorts of knowledge through the enclosures of land and colonialism – European 

peasant folk knowledge and indigenous knowledge. It refers not only to the 

burning of European heretical books, but also witches and indigenous codices. 

Media: Brazilwood, madder, buckthorn berries, and Maya blue Ch’oj made by Luis 

Manuel May Ku, printed on calico. 

 

 

  



 Bones (red and yellow) / Bones (Blue), 2021 

A wide-spread aspect of Amerindian and Native American thinking is that 

personhood extends to all beings beyond just human beings. As the Brazilian 

anthropologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro puts it, humanity is extended to all 

living beings and “When everything is human, the human becomes a wholly other 

thing.” It also implies that all our relationships with other beings, including 

plants, have aspects of cannibalism. This in turn means that using plants is 

taken very seriously in terms of reciprocity and sustainablity.  

Media (red and yellow): Brazilwood, madder, and buckthorn berries printed on calico   

Media (blue): Maya blue Ch’oj made by Luis Manuel May Ku and green umber printed on calico 

 

Mills Archive records (not on display) 

During her time exploring collections material in Reading, Sigrid also carried out research into indigo and 

woad processing using the archival holdings of the Mills Archive, which is located near to The MERL. The 

following cuttings speak to the role of mills and milling in these contexts. 

The following pages feature facsimilies of some of the cuttings and information that she found. We are 

grateful to our colleagues at the Mills Archive for permission to reproduce these items here. 

 

  

https://new.millsarchive.org/
https://new.millsarchive.org/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 


