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1856 was a turning point in the 
world of colour. Previously all the colours 
available were made from natural sources.

For over 3000 years the colours used to dye 
our clothing and to make our paints and 
inks were obtained from plants, minerals or 
animals, and the processes were both time 
consuming and expensive. It could take 
up to 3 weeks to dye a piece of cloth and 
it involved any number of very unpleasant 
processes. 

One royal procession required the death 
of 10 million insects to dye military uniforms. 
In Roman times 20 000 shellfish would be 
needed to colour the toga of the emperor.

This changed in 1856 when an 18 year old  
student chemist called William Perkin  
discovered a way to produce colour using 
waste products from the coal gas industry.



Self portrait photographed, processed and printed by Perkin 
at the age of fourteen. This illustrates his ability, at an early 
age, to control a number of complex chemical processes.



While on his Easter break from 
the Royal College of Chemistry William was 
working in his home laboratory attempting 
to produce synthetic quinine. He was 
doing this by treating aniline sulphate 
– prepared from benzene which was 
obtained from coal tar distillation – with 
potassium dichromate – to add oxygen. 
Synthetic quinine was needed as natural 
quinine could not be produced in sufficient 
quantities to cope with the increasing 
number of malaria sufferers across the British 
Empire.

Although his experiment failed to produce 
quinine, the dark, oily sludge remaining in 
the flask, when mixed with alcohol, was 
found to turn silk a beautiful light purple 
colour and was more resistant to the fading 
effects of light than existing natural dyes.

Rejecting the advice of his college 
professor, Dr August Hofmann, the 18 year 
old Perkin recognised the potential and 
persisted in taking out a patent on his 
discovery.



He then proceeded towards commercial 
production of the new dye with finance from 
his father, who clearly had great faith in his 
son.

Photographed above are very early original 
samples of mauveine and dyed silk along with the 
wooden box that was used to send the samples to 
potential customers. (These items are part of the Perkin 
Collection at the SDC Colour Experience in Bradford.)



Within a year, with the help 
of his older brother, Thomas Dix Perkin, 
commercial mauveine was in production 
at Perkin & Sons, Greenford Green, London, 
and the route to future wealth lay before 
him.

The colour was unique 
and became much 
sought after by fashion 
houses worldwide. In 
1857 the extravagant, 
fashion-loving Empress 
Eugénie of France, who 
set the trends throughout 
Europe, began wearing 
mauve as she believed 
that it complemented  
the colour of her eyes.  
In England, women’s 
magazines also 
promoted the colour 
and the next year 
Queen Victoria dressed 
in mauve for the most 



important event of the social season, the 
wedding of her eldest daughter, Princess 
Victoria.

But Perkin’s discovery led to more 
than brightly coloured dresses. His 
groundbreaking work became the 
foundation of the modern chemical industry 
which today is responsible for so much that 
we take for granted in our day to day lives.

Pharmaceuticals, plastics, paints, dyes, 
synthetic fibres, cosmetics, perfumes and 
agricultural chemicals are just a few of the 
products that owe their existence to Perkin’s 
amazing achievement.



1881 saw another 
use for mauveine in the 
production of printing ink 
for penny stamps which 
remained in use until the 
end of Queen Victoria’s 
reign.
It could be argued that William Perkin’s 
accidental discovery of the first chemical 
dye was due to luck.  The same could be 
said for the invention of blotting paper, 
stainless steel and Viagra, which were also 
lucky accidents.  It was the recognition 
of the potential of the new product and 
the development of a completely new 
industry that make Perkin so historically 
important.
At the age of 18 Perkin had the confidence 
and drive to create the first chemical 
factory with all its unique apparatus and 
machinery.

At the age of 23 he was held in such high 
esteem that he was asked, and agreed, 
to discuss his new colours before the Royal 



His industrial successes brought him little 
pleasure but by the age of 35 Perkin 
had made enough money, and secured 
enough patents, to enable him to sell his 
business and return to his first love, research.

W H Perkin, second from right, his brother Thomas Dix Perkin, 
second from left, and work colleagues ca.1870

Society. Perkin later expressed the opinion 
that his greatest success was the fact 
that the talks were attended by Michael 
Faraday. A vast contrast to the Perkin who 
had attended Faraday’s lectures nine years 
previously.



1906 was the Golden Jubilee of 
William Henry Perkin’s momentous discovery.

Worldwide recognition of the event consisted 
of a never ending stream of celebratory 

(These items are part of the 
Perkin Collection at the SDC 
Colour Experience in Bradford.)



meetings, dinners and speeches. Pictured 
below is the silver embossed Tiffany tea 
service with each piece featuring the 
chemical formula of one of Perkin’s 
discoveries. This service was presented 
to Perkin by his American friends at a 
celebratory dinner, with over 400 guests, at 
Delmonico’s, New York. 



William Henry Perkin received 
royal recognition for his achievements in his 
Golden Jubilee year when he was knighted 
by King Edward VII. Early the following year 

A few months 
later, on 14th July 
1907, after a short 
illness, Sir William 
Henry Perkin died 
at the age of 69.

Mauve dress 1862

Perkin honoured 
the Society of Dyers 
and Colourists by 
becoming their 
president. 
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Sponsorship of this booklet is in remembrance of Derek Moorhouse, whose work in textiles 
and colour was an inspiration to others. May this booklet encourage you to achieve your 
full potential. The rest of your life is in front of you – make the most of your opportunities.


