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The craft of blue-dyeing in Hungary is represented  
by the blue-dye workshops and various individuals 
and cultural institutions safeguarding and research-
ing the tradition of blue-dyeing.

Blue-dyeing was once practiced by families and 
the masters and apprentices working in plants. As 
blue-dyeing factories ceased to operate, the trade 
lived on through family workshops. The factory 
workers did not set up workshops after the factories 
closed. Their knowledge, which contained an ele-
ment of craftsmanship, differed from the traditions  
of small workshops, and has not survived.

The community of Hungarian blue-dyers consists  
of the family-owned small workshops still operational 
today. This is the only way for the trade to survive,  
as without any formal training, learning both the the-
oretical and practical knowhow of the craft is only 
possible within the workshops. The future of the 
operational and temporarily closed workshops lies 
in the hands of the future generations. Recent times 
have shown that there is still an interest in upholding 
and continuing this trade.

Besides wide popular recognition, blue-dyers have 
also earned the respect of the industry. Four people 
have won the title Master of Folk Art, while even more 
have won the Young Master of Folk Art award. To com-
plement this, fifteen people are, or were plying their 
trade under the title of Applied Artist in the Folk Arts.

The creation of fabrics painted with indigo by the use 
of woodblock printing is a world phenomenon, prac-
ticed throughout all five continents. In areas where 
types of indigo suitable for dying grow (India, China, 
Japan), the tradition goes back thousands of years.  
It spread throughout Europe with the beginning  
of mass imports of indigo. Today these workshops  
have become a rare commodity in some countries 
(for example in Germany, the Czech Republic and 

Eszter Csonka-Takács
Ph.D., Director, Directorate of Intangible 
Cultural HeritageHungarian 

blue-dyeing  
craft in the light  
of tradition and  
renewal

Austria). In Hungary the recent past of blue-dyeing 
is unique in its kind as it is the only region where 
mechanised as well as handcrafting technologies 
are utilised simultaneously while both indigo and 
synthetic indanthrene are employed. The practice 
of traditional blue-dyeing existed throughout the 
regions of historic Hungary.

The first labour organisations of masters of the  
trade were the guilds, intiated in regions of the 
Felvidék (the northern region of Greater Hungary) 
and including blue-dyeing masters from hundreds  
of kilometres away. The first blue-dye workshops  
in Hungary were set up in the Felvidék and Dunántúl 
(the areas lying west of the Danube) regions, and 
it took another fifty years for the trade to spread 
throughout the Alföld areas (the eastern Great Plains 
of Hungary). At the beginning of the 20th century 
about 400 workshops were in operation throughout 
the country. Transformation of the textile industry  
and the growing number of large factories heralded  
a decline in the trade of blue-dyeing in manufac-
tures, resulting in a large number of workshops shut-
ting down in the second half of the 20th century, with 
only a handful remaining in operation. In the 1970’s, 
less than 30 were still producing textiles.

A 2013 study titled ‘The Title of my Trace’ 
(Mesterségem Címere), mapping the current situa-
tion of the handicrafts in Hungary listed 11 masters  
of blue-dyeing, which is possibly the number of  
certified craftsmen, and not the number of masters 
of the trade still in activity. The few workshops in 
operation often look after and uphold the heritage  
of other workshops, such as their tools, machines 
and patterning woodblocks. This equipment and the 
patterning woodblocks often form part of museum 
collections, however many have become the property 
of foreigners, are used in other European workshops, 
or have been destroyed.

HUNGARY



29

“M
y 

p
ro

je
ct

 q
u

e
st

io
n

s 
tr

ad
it

io
n

s.
 In

 tr
ac

in
g

 th
e

ir
 o

ri
g

in
s,

 I 
h

av
e

 c
o

m
e

 to
 r

e
al

iz
e

 th
at

 n
o

th
in

g
 is

 p
e

rm
an

e
n

t a
n

d
 th

at
 

w
e

 a
re

 a
ll 

co
n

n
e

ct
e

d
.”

Chloe Fournier
Sanna Riat (Model)



30

Workshops still operated through full-time employment 
as the primary job of their workers are the following: 
the Tiszakécske-Szentendre Kovács workshop, the 
Horváth workshop of Tolna, and the Gerencsér-Tóth 
(originally Éhling) workshop of Győr, the Skorutyák 
workshop of Bácsalmás, the Sárdi workshop  
of Nagynyárád and the Szakács workshop of Szom-
bathely. The Gál-Vadász workshop of Dunaföldvár, 
and the Bolyós workshop of Debrecen endured 
heavy losses when their masters passed away and 
were not replaced. Against all odds, the founder and, 
for more than a decade, guardian of the Blue-dyers’ 
Festival, the Sárdi workshop of Nagynyárád contin-
ues to safeguard the tradition. The people working 
in these workshops, often including family members, 
do everything in their power to enable the workshop 
to operate, to exhibit and ensure its survival.

Blue-dyeing as a special type of textile printing  
became an independent industry during the 18th 
century. Since the beginning, blue-dyers have main-
tained and looked after the pressing plates which  
by now have become a symbol of their trade. We also 
have to note the plant used for blue-dyeing, indigo  
as well as the reserve method with which it went 
hand in hand. The craftsmen received indigo in its 
final form, as from the 19th century preparation was 
carried out on an imperial level.

Textile pressing can be divided into two types of 
techniques, positive and reserve or indirect pressing. 
In the former the pattern is pressed directly onto the 
base material, whereas in the latter method the pat-
tern is deprived of dye. There are a variety of different 
recipes for insulating pastes. The method is derived 
from the batik technique of India which was preceded 
in Europe by the not so durable pigment and mordent 
printing, which were used to solidify the pattern.

Material proof states that traditions of textile 
pressing existed in Hungary before the emergence 
of blue-dyeing. The first mention of the reserve 
method of blue-dyeing originates from Jakab Kistler 
from Sopron and dates back to the 17th century. The 
term was first mentioned in writing in 1770 in Pápa 
by a blue-dyer named István Bengly. The trade of 
blue-dyeing appeared in Hungary in the 18th century 
and unfolded over the course of the following century 
at which time workshops operated within the frame 
of dyers’ guilds. 

Parallel to this, textile manufactures were founded. 
Due to a number of immigrant foreign craftsmen 
there was a wave of new workshops opened primarily 
in the Dunántúl region (Kluge of Pápa). The following 
wave of workshops were set up in the second half 
of the 19th century. A number of craftsmen from the 
Dunántúl region moved to the Alföld in search of a 
new market while many locals of that region opened 

workshops. At the turn of the century, there were 
hundreds of workshops in operation meeting the 
demands of the local market. 

Blue-dye textiles first became popular in interior 
design, and later in fashion design, including as a 
means of complementing or replacing expensive, 
ornate clothing. With the development of means  
of transport, workshops possessing the required 
material and intellectual resources were able to  
answer demands in their products and export to 
other regions and even neighbouring countries.

The influx of cheap Austrian and Czech products 
created competition for workshops. Only the ones 
possessing the required material and intellectual 
wealth could compete. The shortage of materials 
during WWI and WWII, as well as the periods of 
financial crisis, also resulted in a number of work-
shops closing, swept away by the upheavals of the 
mid-20th century. 

On dyers’ forums examples of entire workshops put 
up for sale are still frequent. For many workshops the 
path to survival lay in the replacement of indigo by 
the cheaper indanthrene. The workshops that made 
it through to the renaissance of blue-dyeing in the 
1970s could gain a bit of momentum. Today there are 
five workshops upholding the memory of this once 
great industry with the help of handicraft organisa-
tions and government support.

From the second half of the 20th century onwards 
blue-dyed souvenirs became popular, which require 
a different range of pattern types. The souvenir scarf 
usually depicts a scene or a destination for tourists. 
The blue-dye scarf created by Ramasetter portraying 
the castle of Sümeg is an early instance of advertising 
souvenir products. Other new forms of products are 
textiles bearing national symbols ordered by political 
parties for campaign purposes or items to commem-
orate anniversaries of institutions, religious festivities, 
souvenir scarves, calendars, wall-hangings bearing 
the embroidered text of a family blessing (házi áldás) 
and so on.

During the 1950s a number of textile-designers  
set out to collect patterns throughout the country and 
managed to salvage a number of patterns, all the 
while inspiring new ones. As traditional Hungarian 
dress became fashionable in the 1960’s blue-dye 
products made a comeback. The minute patterned, 
frilled blue-and-white clothes decorated with white 
lace did not always represent real blue-dye products. 
Blue-dye textiles were easily copied by factory carton- 
pressing, making for a cheap product. 

The textile company Pamutnyomóipari Vállalat  
(Cotton Printing Co) started producing ‘blue-dye’  
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cartons in 1973. Many applied artists turned to 
blue-dyeing which was taught at the department of 
textiles of the Polytechnic of Applied Arts (today  
Moholy-Nagy University). Irén Bódy devoted her 
career to saving the trade of blue-dyeing. The Blue 
Dyers’ Museum, as well as many blue-dye work-
shops, are indebted to her efforts.

Currently, Hungarian blue-dyeing is represented 
by the five active workshops. As they are the sole 
creators of these products, they are key players in 
upholding this trade and tradition. Fortunately, all five 
workshops are in full knowledge of their significance 
as this is one of the contributing factors in this initia-
tive. Workshops have realised that this tradition can 
only be upheld and maintained through cooperation. 
All of the workshops work strictly in keeping with 
traditions and utilising only the ancient technologies 
of blue-dyeing. They use plates that are sometimes 
over a hundred years old, which they have repaired 
and maintained throughout the years looking after 
the original motivic wealth. 

The families know each other well and do not com-
pete with one another in this microcosm but instead 
try to make their mark by going about their trade  
each in their own and unique way. They do not have 
an independent organisation; however, all masters   
of this trade are members of the local branch of NESZ 
[Association of Hungarian Folk Artists]. In the plants 
that are temporarily not producing textiles the work-
shop is untouched and gives room to exhibitions in 
an attempt to try and raise the new generation  
of craftsmen.

Demand in products of the blue-dye workshops has 
dwindled in recent decades. Their main outlets  
are the folk-dancing movements and traditional 
restaurants, however, even these kinds of orders have 
lessened over the years. It is hard to compete with 
cheap imported textiles. One type of clientele that 
still remembers and respects the craftsmen and can 
afford their products is tourists, who are the main 
buyers of blue-dyed dress. Were the phrase ‘blue-dye’ 
to become a synonym of ‘high quality’, this would 
attract customers to these more expensive products. 
Reinforcing this with a carefully designed marketing 
scheme would be of great significance to the trade. 
Raising all services to the adequate quality and 
the restoration of workshops from a visitor-friendly 
perspective complemented by an area for shows 
and arts-and-crafts sessions are essential tasks that 
workshops cannot carry out without outside help.

The craft of patchwork quilting has also discovered 
the art of blue-dyeing. Hungarian patchwork quilters 
are a well-organised association, with highly dedi-
cated members. Blue-dye textiles are amongst their 
most favoured materials and have been the focus of 

many grand applications and exhibitions, which have 
drawn surprisingly large crowds and contributed  
to popularising blue-dyed textiles and their range  
of patterns.

All 225 blocks of the patchwork piece titled ‘Debreceni 
Dear Jane’ (DDJ) are blue-dye textiles of one type  
or another.

Another such initiative was started with the opening 
of the 2006 exhibition of the Museum of Ethnography 
titled ‘Jeans forever’ (Az örökéletű farmer). The 
exhibition focused on the indigo plant as the link be-
tween blue-dyeing and jeans, creating an opportunity 
to combine the two materials. The resulting clothing 
demonstrates that the two kinds of textiles are not 
so different. They are the basis of wonderful fashion 
designs: practical collections readily adoptable for 
everyday wear.

The blue-white combination of blue-dye products 
has influenced a number of artists who use the same 
colour-scheme. Their exhibition was titled ‘Quasi’ 
blue-dye as they didn’t necessarily follow the strict 
procedures of the reserve method, but rather the 
different versions of handcrafting techniques. 

The central question was how to reply in a contemporary 
fashion to an ancient Eastern pattern technique, 
reserve pressing which has gone through so many 
renewals and changes since its arrival in Europe in 
the 16th century, utilising its full toolkit. An increasing 
number of festivals have been organized in Hungary 
since the end of the 20th century. It was at this time 
that the council of Nagynyárád went on to cooperate 
with the Sárdi blue-dye workshop to organize a  
national festival dedicated to blue-dyeing. 

The first edition took place in 2000. Since then a 
constantly evolving version of the Festival has been 
organised annually. The objective of the village and its 
inhabitants, dressing up in blue for the occasion, and 
that of the various activities on offer (workshop 
viewing, exhibitions of blue-dyed products, fashion- 
shows) are to popularise the trade and the village. 
Some of the clothes on display do not represent the 
traditional folk dresses that feel alien to today’s’ youth, 
but rather a type of clothing that is more fashionable 
and tailored in a modern way for everyday use.

The tradition of blue-dyeing in Hungary represents  
a complex value from the point of view both of 
ethnography and the history of technology which 
renders it essential that it be safeguarded and its 
importance be clearly proclaimed. 

The future of the five workshops in existence, in one 
form or other, is uncertain. At the same time learning 
this trade depends upon a number of variables,  
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however, outside the context of family tradition it  
is hardly possible. Safeguarding would give a sense  
of security not only to the heritage but also to its  
current guardians, the craftsmen who could be 
backed up and protected by well-defined cultural 
and industrial laws and a background guaranteeing 
the quality of both studying and working in this area 
of trade.

It is essential to grasp every opportunity to popu-
larise this craft and help it live on in the collective 
culture in order to make the products of blue-dyeing 
an object of value for future generations. 
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Workshop Blueprint with First year Bachelor 
Fashion design students under guidance 
of Natalia Solomatine, designer, lecturer at 
HEAD – Genève, Dr. Alexandra Schüssler, 
anthropologist, guest lecturer, Madeline Ribeiro, 
technical assistant, Quentin Langlet, designer, 
fashion design assis tant and coordinated by 
Jasmina Barshovi, deputy of the Fashion Design 
department

Blue-dye workshops that donated textiles
Austria: www.originalblaudruck.at and 
Wagner family www.blaudruck.at,
Czech Republic: Joch family manufacture, 
nowadays run by Klara Jurková, 
www.straznicky-modrotisk.cz, 
Hungary: www.kekfestokovacs.com,
Slovakia: Modrotlač Rabada www.modrotlacmr.sk
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