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Abstract
Is it feasible that the chemicals present in the natural dyes and colours of both plants and insect, which in the past have been exploited for their colour, could exhibit other properties that in the future will be understood and exploited for the health and wellbeing of mankind? 

In this paper, I will discuss this and other questions as to the possibilities that may exist within the chemical nature of certain natural dyes to help with healing and well-being and if in the future we will be wearing clothes dyed with such colours from nature that we will be able to enhance our well being as well as being fashionable?
Historically many dye plants were once regarded to possess ‘magical properties’ with the power to heal and to keep evil away. Today many of these plants that can be used for dye extraction are classified as medicinal and in recent studies have been shown to process remarkable anti-microbial activity. The cosmetic industry now employs many natural dyes due to the fact they will cause fewer side affects than the employment of synthetic dye stuffs and but they also provide extra properties such as UV protection and anti-aging. Chengaiah et al (2010:1).
1. Introduction
In the world today, the position of natural dyes and colorants, ‘natures colours’ are at a crossroad: either they will vanish and with them the ancient knowledge and skill that has evolved over centuries and across civilizations or they will evolve to a new form of colouration and with this be applied to new environmental/sustainable applications and possibility be recognised for the health/healing aspects they can provide.

Since the dawn of humankind the quest for sources of dyes and pigments went abreast with the selection for food and medicinal plants. Today a whole spectrum of colours can be obtained from a multitude of plants, insects and fungi, and these have been used across the centuries to dye textiles, colour artefacts, pattern and colour our skin, hair and even the food we eat. The discovery and use of which have contributed to the maintenance of a strong bond between human kind and nature, which with help could revive and enhance what was once integral to human society. Natural dyes and colorants are still an essential part of the world’s ecological and cultural heritage and their selection and use to create permanent colours that were once common to all nationalities is now in decline. Cardon (2010: 1)
Faith in the healing power of colour is ancient but we must remember colour in the past was not an abstract concept but was often defined by its source in nature for example, Bryan (1930: 33-38) translation of the Papyrus Ebers dating from 1550 BC listed among its cures were indigo: blue; red: lead; copper: verdigris; black: knife stone; and white: oil but also mentioned were plants such as pomegranate, elderberry, henna, indigo, onion, saffron and turmeric which were used for colouration purposes as much as for healing. Today many of these plants continue to be used as ‘natures colours’ in the colouration, cosmetic and food industries.
Historically many dye plants were once regarded to possess ‘magical properties’ with the power to heal and to keep evil away. For example Indigo (Indigofera tinctoria) and Woad (Isatis tinctoria) produced the colour blue, a scarcity in the natural world and with its production arose mystery and superstition. This was possibly enhanced by the almost magical reaction that happens during the dyeing process and as a response to the complexity involved in producing a permanent colorant blue from the plant material. 
Throughout the World indigo blue was and in some areas still is considered a ‘cool’ and ‘magical’ colour and has in the past been widely used for cooling feverish conditions.  The dyes are said to have a ‘cooling’ quality but could this be linked more to the visual colour than any physical properties held within the dyestuff. There are extensive accounts of its use throughout history, many of which list the countless ailments that indigo and its European equivalent woad have been reputed to cure, these are based mostly upon its apparent antiseptic, astringent and purgative qualities, although it is also said to prevent nervous afflictions such as hysteria, epilepsy and depression. Balfour-Paul (1998: 218-219).

The European Elder (Sambucus nigra) was historically regarded as a magical plant with the power to keep evil spirits away and was once thought to have a myriad of uses and health giving properties. Historically various parts of the elder tree have been used in medicine while the berries were used to make wine and pies but also employed as a natural dye. Currently, extracts of the berries are used primarily as anti-viral agents for colds, influenza but recent research shows that they have immune modulating, anti-oxidant, and insulin-stimulating properties due to their high proportions of anthocyanins present. (Alternative Medical Review: Anon., 2005). These chemicals are also known to possess anti-inflammatory functions.

Henna (Lawsonia inermis) has been used as a colorant for over three thousand years and was often mixed into a paste and used to colour skin and hair.  It is still widely used in cosmetology for its dyeing properties. Today henna is used in Ayurvedic medicine for the treatments of rheumatism, insect bites, skin ailments, burns and wounds to name a few. It is also proven to have antifungal and antibacterial properties that are linked to the active component lawsone the same chemical that provides its colouring/dyeing properties. Prakash and Majeed (2008: 3)
Is it feasible that the chemicals present in these and other natural dyes and colorants of both plants and insect, which in the past have been exploited for their colour and possible magical qualities, could exhibit other properties that in the future will be understood and exploited for the health and wellbeing of Mankind?
2. DISSCUSSION
Many plants that are used for colouration purposes are often also classified with medicinal properties, and some have recently been shown to possess strong anti-microbial activity. Plant pigments such as anthocyanins and carotenoids have scientifically validated antioxidant and anti–inflammatory benefits. Prakash and Majeed (2008:2). The pomegranate (Punica granatum) along side many other common natural dyes are also reported as potent anti-microbial agents owing to the presence of large amounts of tannin in their chemical structure. While several other sources of plant dyes are reported to exhibit both anti-bacterial and anti-fungal activity and these contain the colouring pigments naphthoquinones such as lawsone from henna (Lawsonia inermis), juglone from walnut (Juglans niga) and alkannin from alkanet (Alkanna tinctoria) Siva (2007:918). 
According to Cannon and Cannon (2007: 17-18) the most important pigments that are used for producing colours on natural fibres can be classified as follows and these are the same chemicals that have been proven to have health giving qualities such as anti-microbial and anti-inflammatory. Anthracenes include several pigments found in the madder family. The insect dyes cochineal, kermes and lac are also included here. Nathoquinones are related compounds and include juglone from Walnuts; alkannin from dyer’s alkanet; and lawsone from Henna. Carotenoids are also colouring pigments and include lutein from Nettles, French marigolds, Bixin from annotto and crocin from Saffron. Tannins are found in small quantities throughout most plant tissues but are concentrated in the bark and in damaged tissues such as galls and wounds. They are formed from flavonoids, particularly anthocyanins: gallotannins are found in oak galls and young fustic and ellagitannins found in the sumac. There are a few unrelated pigments these include indigotin from indigo, woad and other blue dyeing species, the diaroylmathane curcumim comes from turmeric, pterocarpans from sanderswood and the neoflavonoid berberine from barberry and mahonia.

Is it possible that the chemicals present in natural dyes, which are responsible for forming these pigments can if present in a dyed fabric move or rub-off from the fabric to the surface of the skin thus providing anti-bacterial and anti-inflammatory properties and help promote healing and well being? 
With modern medicine now accepting the fact that the skin as an organ has greater absorbency properties that was once recognized. Drug manufacturers are developing new administrative procedures in which drugs such as Ibuprofen in the form of gels and nicotine or hormones as skin patches can now be delivered through the skin. Could such methods of drug administration via the skin through absorption be applied to the healing properties of natural dyes if these were applied to the skins surface?
This is not a new concept or process, the monologue Indigo Jenny Balfour-Paul, (1998:220) records that in countries in the southern Arabian Peninsula during the late 1980’s Men were applying indigo healing treatments to their skin, sometimes choosing them in preference to available modern medicine. Some were convinced that wrapping an indigo cloth coated in beeswax and oil around a wound was more effective than modern antiseptic lotions.

4. Conclusions

There are no set conclusions within this paper. The paper was written to promote thinking and enquiry by asking the question:

Is it feasible that the chemicals present in the natural dyes and colours of both plants and insect, which in the past man has exploited for their colour, could exhibit other properties that in the future will be understood and exploited for the health and wellbeing of mankind? 

And as a result of my discussion, I hope I will inspire some form of collaboration across the fields of colour chemistry, natural dye practice and cultivation, anthropology along with modern and alternative medicine to take a closer look and research into the potential possibilities that the colouring pigments present in natural dyes could provide in terms of health and well being.

The mystic and magical properties that were once inferred upon natural dyes by our ancestry, recognised by other indigenous people and acknowledged for centuries by mankind, without any kind of scientific understanding as to why these properties existed could provide today’s society with more than nature’s colours. Certain natural dyes and colorants have been proven to possess medicinal healing qualities, these could be exploited to provide mankind with more than just colour and initiate a return to wearing clothing dyed with natural colouration substances (dyes) and as a result produce an added health bonus that has not thought to have existed in the western civilisation since the discovery of the first synthetic aniline dyes in 1856.
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