
MODULE 8 

making and using natural dyes

Time
2 hours + several hours 
to prepare dyes

maTerialS
Cotton 
Muslin cloth 
Pre-boiled eggs or 
T-shirts
Hot-plate 
Deep saucepan
Range of plants 
Photocopies of sheet A9

SkillS
DT
Communication
Group work

keywordS
Dyes / pigments 
Natural dyes 
Plant species  
Colour 

CroSS-CurriCular 
aCTiviTy
Art
PSHE - Traditions 

Overview

Making natural dyes from plants and using them to dye eggs or fabric. 

Aims

To understand that natural dyes come from plants.  
To learn that plants contain coloured chemicals, which we use to dye things and that these 
are called pigments. 
To think about how natural dyes can be used.

Teaching sequence

1. Provide a selection of suitable natural plant resources such as: onion skins, rhododen-
dron, acorns, marigolds, nettles, walnut leaves, spinach, strawberries, blueberries, black-
berries, elder berries, red cabbage, mustard. 

�. The children choose a plant to work with and are shown which part of the plant to use, 
e.g. leaves, bark, fruits. They then wrap their chosen plant material in cheese-cloth, mus-
lin or old tea-towels.

�. The cloth containing the plant material is put into a large saucepan with an appropriate 
amount of water, see recipes in Media Gallery Art M8 Tinctorial plants & recipes of natural 
dyes.

�. Following the recipe, bring the water with plant material in to the boil on a hot plate. H&S

5. Remove the cloth containing the plant material from the water carefully. 

6. Submerge the T-shirts or pre-boiled eggs in coloured water in the saucepan. Boil again 
on a low heat for up to half an hour. The eggs can be decorated with wild plant leaves 
and wrapped in a piece of cloth (or in tights) before dyeing. 

7. Once the T-shirt or egg has been dyed, remove from the saucepan, rinse in lukewarm 
water and leave to dry.

8. Ask the children to consider and discuss the dyes that different plants produce.  

9. Hand out sheet A9 (� sheets).

10. Encourage the children to discuss why plants contain dyes and ask them to give examp-
les. Use sheet A9 to record the  discussions and findings.

Teachers’ notes

Health and Safety

It is important to pay special attention to health and safety while working with a hot-plate and 
hot water. 

See Media Gallery for full list of dye plants, when to collect them and recipes.  
This activity can be used at any time of year but egg dying is an Easter custom in Europe. 
See Media Gallery Art M8 Seasonal collection and recipes.  

Plants in Art 
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If time in class is limited, prepare the dyes in advance and ask the children to guess which plant the dye has come from. 
Children can discuss the plants and plant parts that can be used to make natural dyes. While developing their creative, aesthetic 
and practical skills the children also learn about a use of plants in everyday life.
Use in conjunction with Module 9 ‘Field trip to a Botanic Garden to observe flower colours and pollination’, to show the signifi-
cance of colour in plants.  
Many plant parts, including the leaves, stems, flowers, fruits and roots, contain chemical substances (pigments) which can be 
used to make dyes. 
Chlorophyll is a pigment that gives colour to green leaves, fruits and vegetables; pigments called carotenoids produce yellow or 
orange colours; Pigments called anthocyanins produce pink or crimson colours which are soluble in water. 
Many plant pigments are peculiar in that they change colour when heated, dried, cooled or while in contact with metals (iron, 
copper, zinc utensils). 
Plant pigments are often involved in the chemical reactions in photosynthesis and are therefore important in plant growth.
The Experiments about plant growth M8 and M9 investigate coloured leaves. Module 9 below and the Food topic have more 
information on the relationship between flower colour and pollination. 

Some other colourings found in plants can also act as a defence to prevent being eaten by herbivores, e.g. tannins.  

Further information

More on the chemical content of the dyes can be found at: http://bilkite.hit.bg/chemic.htm 
You can learn more about the natural dyes at: http://www.antiquariusimports.com/lectures-natural-dyes.php 
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Making and using natural dyes

Read	the	3	explanations	of	why	plants	produce	dyes	and	decide	which	is	the	most	important	
one.

A.	Because	they	help	the	plant	to	make	scent	to	attract	pollinating	insects.
B.	Because	they	contain	chemicals	which	sometimes	help	the	plant	grow.
C.	Because	sometimes	colours	help	the	plant	to	defend	itself	from	being	eaten.	

I	think	that	answer	.........................	is	the	most	important,	because

Do	you	think	natural	dyes	can	be	obtained	from	all	plants?	

Complete the following sentences.

The	natural	dyes	we	used	came	from	the	(which	plant	part)	............................................................

of	the	.............................................	(which	plant).

Colours	in	plants	can	help	plants	to	.........................................................................................

and	to..............................................................................................................................................	

A9



Some	plants	will	stain	your	hands;	if	heated	in	water,	some	plants	will	dye	cloth.

We	used	plants	to	dye	...................................................................................................	today.	

Find	out	which	plants	contain	dyes	and	what	colour	they	make	for	dyeing.

	 	 	 Plant                                                          Color

	..........................................................................														...........................................................................

	..........................................................................														...........................................................................

	..........................................................................														...........................................................................

...........................................................................	 						...........................................................................

Draw	two	plants	(or	the	parts	of	them),	you	used	today	to	make	dyes.

A9

    Today I learned 

What	else	can	we	dye	with	plant	dyes?


