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The story of how a search for artificial quinine
produced a purple dye that made a fortune.
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AUVE 1s an elusive
hue, its description
can easily shift
from the realm of a
pale violet to the depths of a
purplish red Occasionally em-
braced by couturiers and interi-
or decorators, the color is mare
often maligned Arriving at the
O J Simpson trialin a new suit,
Johnnie Cochran told reporters
to characterize it as biue **Just
don't call it mauve,” he said
“Mauve,” by Simon Garfield,
could change that attitude
This engaging and airy histo-
ry shows how the development
of mauve, the first mass-pro-
duced artificiat dye, 1gnited a
19th-century revolution m ap-
phed science Chemustry, once
an wory-tower pursut of gen-
tlemen-scholars, was trans-
formed into a commercal en-
terprise aimed at reinventing
nature iz atest tube
The “‘one man’ referred ton
Garfield’s subtitle 15 William
Henry Perkin, born 1n London
n 1838, the son of a well-to-do
carpenter  While studywing at
the Royal College of Chemastry,
he attempted to synthesize qui-
nine from coal tar, a byproduct
of coal gas production that 15
rich in carbon, hydrogen, oxy-
gen and mtrogen Artficially
synthesizing the antimalanal
qumine would have been a boon
to an empire-building nation
But, working m his home,
Perkin managed to concoct
only a dark oily sludge He did-
n't just throw the black muck
away but further processed it
and found that part of the
reswdue was useful as adye
Staining a silk cloth with his
new discovery, Perkin saw
that the hight purple color did-
n't fade with washing or expo-
sure to light For centunies, a
very hmited palette of dyes
was dertved from shellfish, n-
sects, vegetables and plant
matter By the turn of the 20th
century, because of Perkin's
novel 1dea, dye makers had
2,000 synthestzed colors at
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their disposal Today, the digi-
tal palette contains more than
16 million shades
Although Garfield does not
make a direct comparison, the
delight of this book is sceing the
parallels to presentday trands
mtechnology An 18-year-old boy
devises a new product that his el-
ders imtially dismuss, he persists
by searching for venture capital,
and then, batthing htigation for
patent infringement, he founds
an industry that creates a new
world scienuific order Luck
helped, especially when Queen
Victoria wore mauve to a royal
wedding and Empress Eugenie
of France, the era’s chief arbiter
of fashion, decided that Perkin’s
mauve matched her eyes But
more critical was the lure olthe
economtc potential of taking sci-
ence to the marketplace *‘Per-
kin's discovery affected the
whole nature of scientific inves-
tigation,” Garfield writes *For
the first ume, people realized
that the study of chemustry could
make them rich™ So rich that
Perkin retired to a Iife of private
research at the age of 36 He
spent lis time devising artilicia)
scents for perfume, among other |
things, and was finally knighted
1n 1906, a year before hus death
Once Perkin's work became
known, following his example,
chemusts began to synthesize
products from the hydrocarbons
of coal tar (and later pettlule-
um), expanding nature’s mven-
tory Pharmaceuticals could
now be designed by humans (as-
ptrin - was derived from a
dyestuff intermediary), as well
as antiseptics  plastuics, fibers,
hair color, photographic emul-
stons and explosives Garfield
doesn't ignore the health haz-
ards and pollutants that also
came with the new industry
Garfield’s chromucle  of
Perkin's life and the ulumate
fruits of his labors is straight-
forward and clear Only tda-
sionally do some flash-forwards
to concerns of modern chem-
1stry Jolt us away fromits pleas-
ant air of Victorian caziness
Perkin's official portrait de-
picts him as Santa-hke, with a
white beard, standing n tus
lab holding a shein of mauve
wool Formerly hung in the
National Portrawt Gallery 1n
London, the painting 1s now
stored 1n 2 crate Perkin was a
revered scientist 100 years
ago, now his burial plot 1n a
country cemetery cannot be lo-
cated Garfield has nspired
me to wear a bit of mauve this
spring to honor this mventive
man



