
How to Color Rice for Rangoli

Most everyone thinks of rice as 
being an ancient food.  But did you 
know that rice seeds have recently 
been discovered as far back as 
9,000 years!  

The majority of the world's rice 
is grown in Asia, where it is inte-
gral in many important roles in 
their cultures. Thailand, Vietnam 
and China are the largest export-
ers of rice.

Colored rice has been used for 
centuries to enhance food, cele-
brations, and ceremonies in Asian 
cultures.  Only in recent years, 
have synthetic dyes become more 
common.  Traditionally, the colors 
were derived from natural dyes - 
from barks of trees, leaves, indigo, 
etc. Today, more people use com-
mercial dyes and pigments to 
achieve the brighter colors.

Clearly everyone loves the 
bright hues of synthetic dyes.  

What I try to offer here are 
some possibilities for using both 
natural and manufactured dye 
sources, that can be used easily in 
small or larger quantities.  It is truly 
rewarding to have a wonderful 
palette of rice to use in creating 
your designs.  
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What you'll need:

~ 1 gallon size or 2 gallon size ziploc bags
~ 12oz or 16oz plastic water bottles 
~ Holi powder selection
~ Rit™ liquid dyes 

~ plastic funnel or paper cone
~ foil trays for drying rice and later for supplying rice for a group rangoli event
~ small containers for participants to use

To make the “Holi dyes”:

To make a liquid dye from the traditional Holi powders, use a funnel or paper cone to pour each indi-
vidual packet of powder into an empty plastic bottle.  The powders are too messy to measure easily, 
so you’re going to use a single packet as the basic measurement.  Pour 8 oz of water into the bottle 
filled with powder. Shake to thoroughly to get your dye mixed.
 
**If you are only making small amounts of colored rice, you won’t need to keep precise records.  If 
you are making larger quantities of individual colors, you will need to be consistent in the amounts of 
powder, dye, water, and rice.  

Color samples:

When I first began coloring rice, I used food colors, Holi powders, spices, and dyes to achieve differ-
ent effects.  I wanted to have an inspiring palette to work with, rather than one that looked liked the 
Easter bunny had arrived.  I tried many different approaches and had a kitchen full of hits and misses.
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It’s worthwhile to make sample colors, not only to see the range you can achieve, but also to give you 
an idea of how dyes, powders, and spices can work together to create a richer palette.  

To make a color sample: 

Using a ziploc sandwich bag, place 1 tbs of your liquid “Holi dye” inside the bag.  Add 2 tbs. of water, 
and then add 1 cup of white rice.  Seal the bag closed.  Make sure bag is completely sealed.  Squish 
and roll the bag to mix dye and rice uniformly.  Open bag and let air dry or pour wet rice into foil tray 
to dry.  

  
Options: 

* Mix half “Holi dyes” and half “spice dyes”.  Tumeric is excellent for a rich yellow.  Make “spice dyes” 
exactly the same way as you made the holi dyes.  

* Mix 3/4 “Holi dye” and 1/4 Rit™ dye in your sample of rice.  Or vary proportions. 

* For edible rice, use only food grade approved food coloring, spices, fruit juices, or edible plants for 
coloring. 

* * * As a reminder, none of the rice colored with Holi or Rit™ dyes is edible!  
Nor should the rice be left outdoors for nature to absorb. * * * 

For larger quantities: 

Use a gallon size ziploc sandwich bag, place 1/4 cup of your liquid “Holi dye” in the bag.  Add 1/4 cup 
of water, and then add 5 cups of white rice.  Seal the bag closed.  Make sure bag is completely 
sealed.  Squish and roll the bag with your hands to mix dye and rice uniformly.  Check to see how the 
saturation of color is.  Is it too light?  Add more dye in consistent increments, so that you can dupli-
cate the color if you need more.  Squish some more to mix it all together.  Open bag and let air dry or 
pour wet rice into foil tray to dry.  
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How to Color Rice Using Rit™ Dye

Using commercial dyes:

Rangoli is traditionally created from natural materials as an offering to the earth and to the god-
dess Lakshmi.  Birds, small animals, and insects eat the rice flour and the seeds from the finished 
piece.  Ideally, It is best to keep the materials used as environmentally friendly as possible.  However, 
when a project requires larger quantities and brighter colors, I have found Rit™ liquid fabric dyes to 
be an inexpensive and excellent source for coloring rice.

Liquid vs. powder:
 
I recommend liquid dyes over the powder for convenience and health.  The fewer airborne pow-

ders the better.  However, you may find that you need to use both.  

Rit™Dye Color Charts.

 http://www.ritdye.com provides free charts for achieving a range of colors.  A great resource for 
planning your palette ahead of time, it will save you a lot of testing and wasted rice.  The Rit™ dyes 
really create a natural looking color palette.  My favorites are scarlet, apple green, and wine.  You can 
also mix these dyes with your “Holi” dyes.  Remember, though, that the Rit™ dyes are much more 
concentrated, and require a smaller amount to effectively color your rice.
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How to Color Rice Using Natural Dyes

Using Natural Dyes for Creating Environmentally Safe Rice:

Natural dyes generally require more time for coloring any item.  First, you will need to gather blossoms 
and plants to create enough dye.  Next, some of the colorants need to steep in hot water to extract the dye.  
Some of the basic colorants listed below are simpler to work with than others.  The results are an elegant pal-
ette of environmentally good rice. 

Natural materials for dyeing rice include:

All of the items listed are fairly easy to obtain in quantity and are safe to use with children (just keep the 
spices safely away from their eyes).  Spices are made into liquid dyes in the same way as listed above for the 
Holy dyes.  Juices can be used directly in small amounts to color the rice.  With plant material, chop the plant 
into small pieces and place in a pot.  Double the amount of water to plant material. Onion skins and cabbage, 
for example, will need to be cooked in hot water for about an hour.  The remaining liquid is strained and used 
as the colorant.

onion skins
marigolds
cranberries
hibiscus
beet juice 
pomegranate
paprika
red cabbage
tumeric
black tea
blueberries
spinach
coffee grounds

Online Resources:

http://naturaldyes.org/  is an excellent source for learning all about creating with natural dyes.  Step-by-
step instructions are provided for developing the dyes, testing the colors, and adhering to your medium.  
Definitely a great place to begin to learn how to use plants and botanicals for coloring anything you can imag-
ine.

http://www.earthues.com/ is leading the way in providing information on natural dyes and how to use 
them in all your projects. 
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