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Prussian Blue is a mineral dye that colors cotton, silk and wool a variety of shades, the 

most distinctive being a bright royal blue. It is a natural dye, but not a vegetable dye, one 

of the first mineral dyes produced by modern chemistry. 

Like many tales of technology's origins, the dye’s invention is described as an accident. 

While looking for a red pigment in 1704 Berliner Heinrich Diesbach created a blue dye. 

Named Berlin blue or Prussian blue (Berlin was the capital of Prussia), the compound 

was also used in paint, inks, blue-prints, cyanotypes, to print American currency and as 

laundry blueing. Art historians can date a painting by using information about the advent 

of Prussian blue pigments, but textile historians disagree as to when dyers began using it 

with silk, wool and cotton. Prussian blue is most useful to quilt detectives when it was the 

fashion for cotton and wool dress prints in the 1840s and 1850s, often shaded as a rain-

bow or ombre print or combined with a tan known as buff after an old term for a shade of 

tanned leather. 

Dye historian A.J. Hall described Prussian blue as a "fine, deep blue color…but though 

fast to acids it is easily destroyed by alkalais and even soap." The dye is colorfast to light 

but a strong hot alkali solution, such as laundry soap, breaks the blue down to a buff tan. 

Solid blue cottons in antique quilts are often streaked or faded, probably due to launder-

ing. Much green cotton in mid-nineteenth-century quilts was over-dyed in a combination 

of Prussian blue and chrome yellow. Laundering could deteriorate the blue, leaving the  

 

Two cotton quilt blocks featur-

ing Prussian blue dye in rain-

bow, fondu or ombre stripes, 

shaded from dark to light. To 

the right, detail of a buff and 

blue wool dress. 
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distinctive yellow-green color that we might call lime green today. 

Chemists made a virtue of that tendency to discharge when exposed to alkali, combin-

ing chemical partners Prussian blue and iron buff into a popular color scheme. As dye 

historian Charles Loudon Bloxam phrased it: 

"Alkalais destroy the blue colour,…This is turned to account, in calico-printing, for pro-

ducing a buff or white pattern upon a blue ground."  

Dye historian Martin Bide described Prussian blue as iron acetate with potassium feri-

cyanide. Iron buff is iron acetate combined with alkali to give iron oxide. The blue and 

buff combination was printed in what is called raised style, in which one chemical is 

printed on the fabric and a second chemical then “raised” or developed the color. James 

Liles phrased it another way, classifying iron buff as a discharged version of Prussian 

blue. A strong alkali solution, the second chemical, removes or discharges the blue 

color, leaving the flat-colored tan. 

About 1815 dyers developed methods of "steam printing" used to fix Prussian blue 

prints and create rainbow or ombre prints. While Prussian blue solids are notoriously 

fugitive (not colorfast), the bright Prussian blue prints of the mid-nineteenth century 

rarely fade. The steam printing process probably makes the dye faster than simple dye-

ing of plain fabrics. The steam process also allowed the dyer to turn the blue into a blue-

green, a distinctive rather flat teal color. 

The technology of discharge printing may have dictated the palette of bright blue and 

buff but the color combination also held political meaning as the colors of the American 

revolutionary war uniform. England’s Whig party, opposed to King George III, wore the 

color combination in ribbons and cockades. The fabulous Georgiana Duchess of Devon-

shire and her friend Frances Crewe wore buff and blue in Whig electioneering, a female 

political activity that caused quite a controversy. In 1784 Mrs. Crewe made a famous 

toast to the Whig politicians: "Buff and blue and all of you." 

Details of two quilts showing laundry damage to Prussian Blue dye. The quilt on the left was probably maroon red,  white and blue, but an 

alkaline washing solution has unevenly discharged the blue to buff. The same kind of uneven soap application probably damaged the quilt 

top on the right, discharging the Prussian blue component in the overdyed green. Where the blue is gone the green looks yellow. 

"Buff and 

blue and all 

of you." 

Frances Crewe  

George Washington’s buff and blue uniform is in a case at the Smithsonian Institution.  
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Over fifty years later the buff and blue color combination was again a signifi-

cant trend in women's dresses and quilts. During the 1840s and '50s large-

scale stripes and plaids were featured in pleated skirts and caped bodices 

that made the most of the printed pattern in silk, wool or cotton. Rainbow 

prints included blue and buffs combined with purples, madder reds and 

browns. Blues could be quite bright shaded to dull blue or teal green. 

Browns changed from rich caramel color to the light tan or buff with added 

chocolate browns from madder.  

Prussian blue prints were also popular in dated album quilts from the mid 

1840s. Baltimore's applique and New England's pieced signature blocks 

often featured shaded blue designs. As a quilt dating tool, the cotton fabrics 

indicate a 25 year span from 1840 to 1865, while the wool prints are found 

in Log Cabin foundation piecing up to about 1880.  

Cartoon by Thomas Rowlandson 

featuring the Duchess of Devon-

shire trading kisses for votes for 

Charles Fox during England’s 1784 

election. The woman in buff and 

blue shouts “Huzza-Fox for Ever”. 

 

Detail of a Log Cabin quilt date in-

scribed 1873, foundation pieced of  

wool and wool-combination fabrics 

similar to those in the 1843 swatch 

book. 

American Susan Shelby Magoffin 

(1827-1855) in a striped dress 

about  1845 when she took the 

Santa Fe Trail. 

Wool often takes dye more vividly than cotton, as shown in the bright  wools in the Log Cabin on the 

left and in the swatch book dated 1843 above right. The wool dress, above left , in blue and buff is 

estimated to date from 1840 as is the striped wool petticoat shown in detail (above center). Both were 

sold in an online auction of illustrator Tasha Tudor’s collection of vintage clothing. See more at the 

Charles A. Whitaker Auction Company where you can buy a catalog and see pictures of more clothing. 

http://www.whitakerauction.com/tasha-tudor-auction   

 

Other names for Prussian blue are iron blue (and iron buff), Lafayette blue and  

Napoleon’s blue, the last two reflecting its use to color wool military uniforms.  


