A Brief History on Paints

The Egyptians developed the art of paint-making considerably during the period circa 3000-600 BC. They
developed a wider color range of pigments which included the blues, lapis lazuli (a sodium silicate-
sodium sulphide mixed crystal), and azurite (chemically similar to malachite). Red and yellow ochres
(iron oxide), yellow orpiment (arsenic trisulphide), malachite green (basic copper carbonate), lamp black,
and white pigment gypsum (calcium sulphate) all came into use during this period. The first synthetic
pigment, known today as Egyptian Blue, was produced almost 5000 years ago. It was obtained by
calcining lime, sodium carbonate malachite, and silica at a temperature above 830°C. The Egyptians also
developed the first lake pigments. These were prepared by precipitating soluble organic dyes onto an
inorganic (mineral) base and ‘fixing’ them chemically to form an insoluble compound. A red dye
obtained from the roots of the madder plant was used in the first instance. This is no longer used other
than in artists’ colors (‘rose madder’) because it fades rapidly on exposure to sunlight, and it has been
replaced by alizarin. Lake pigments still, however, represent an important group of pigments today. Red
lead was used in preservative paints for timber at this time, but was more extensively used by the
Romans. The resins used were almost all naturally occurring gums; waxes which were applied molten as
suitable solvents were unknown. Linseed and other drying oils were known, but there is no evidence
that they were used in paints. The Greeks and Romans in the period 600BC-AD400 almost certainly
appreciated that paint could preserve as well as decorate objects. Varnishes incorporating drying oils
were introduced during this period.

By the late eighteenth century, demands for paints of all types had increased to such an extent that it
became worthwhile for people to go into business to make paint and varnishes for others to use.

The industrial revolution had a major effect on the development of the paint industry. The increasing
use of iron and steel for construction and engineering purposes resulted in the need for anti-corrosive
primers which would delay or prevent rusting and corrosion. Lead- and zinc-based paints were
developed to fulfill these needs. It is interesting to note that one of the simplest paints based upon red
lead dispersed in linseed oil is still probably one of the best anti-corrosive primers for structural steel.
Lead-based paints are being superseded not because better products have been produced, but because
of the recognition of their toxicity and the hazards attendant upon their use.

In 1918 a new white pigment, titanium dioxide, which was to replace white lead completely, was
introduced. Titanium dioxide improved the whiteness and ‘hiding’ or obliterating power of paint, but
when originally introduced it contributed to more rapid breakdown of paints in which it was used
because of its photo activity. Subsequent research has overcome this problem and ensured that the
modern pigmentary forms of titanium dioxide can be used in any type of composition without suffering
any disadvantage of this kind. The most recent influences on coating developments are related to
environmental considerations, and the need to conform to health and safety legislation. Cost/benefit
relationships have also become more important in an increasingly competitive world market and have
influenced formulation practice markedly.

For further information, please contact us at:
Yemen Company for Paints & Derivatives Ltd.
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