
Turmeric  -  Rhizomes Produce a Lovely Yellow Dye 

(Curcuma longa) 

       
Description: 

• Turmeric is a perennial herbaceous plant that reaches up to 1 m (3 ft 3 in) tall. It grows from 
highly branched, yellow to orange, cylindrical, aromatic rhizomes.   

• It is a member of the ginger family, Zingiberaceae,. It is native to the Indian subcontinent 
and Southeast Asia. However, the precise origin of turmeric is unknown.  The greatest 
diversity of Curcuma species by number alone is in India, at around 40 to 45 species. 
Thailand has a comparable 30 to 40 species for example, but is much smaller than India. 
Other countries in tropical Asia also have numerous wild species of Curcuma.    

• The plant requires temperatures between 68 and 86 °F (zone 9 or higher) and a 
considerable amount of annual rainfall to thrive.  It would need to be grown as an annual in 
Central Virginia.  

 
History: 

• Turmeric has been used in Asia for thousands of years and is a major part of Ayurveda, 
Siddha medicine, traditional Chinese medicine, Unani, and the animistic rituals of 
Austronesian peoples.  It was first used as a dye, and then later for its supposed properties 
in folk medicine and cooking dishes such as curry. 

• Analyses of pots discovered near New Delhi uncovered residue from turmeric, ginger and 
garlic that dates back as early as 2500 BCE. It was around 500 BCE that turmeric emerged as 
an important part of Ayurvedic medicine. 

 
Uses: 

• Dyeing cloth.  As an alternate to saffron to impart a rich mustard yellow color (like a 
Buddhist monk’s robes).  However, it is not very light fast. 
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• Source of curcumin. Turmeric powder is about 60–70% carbohydrates, 6–13% water, 6–8% 
protein, 5–10% fat, 3–7% dietary minerals, 3–7% essential oils, 2–7% dietary fiber, and 1–
6% curcuminoids. Curcumin constitutes up to 3.14% of assayed commercial samples of 
turmeric powder (the average was 1.51%); curry powder contains much less (an average of 
0.29%) 

 

• Dyeing food.  Used commercially in some mustards, pickles, and relishes in a process called 
‘over-coloring’ to help avoid a faded look. 

 

• Lab tests:  Turmeric paper, also called curcuma paper, is paper steeped in a tincture of 
turmeric and allowed to dry. It is used in chemical analysis as an indicator for acidity and 
alkalinity. The paper is yellow in acidic and neutral solutions and turns brown to reddish-
brown in alkaline solutions, with transition between pH of 7.4 and 9.2  

 

• Cooking:  Most turmeric is used in the form of rhizome powder to impart a golden yellow 
color. It is used in many products such as canned beverages, baked products, dairy products, 
ice cream, yogurt, yellow cakes, orange juice, biscuits, popcorn color, cereals, sauces, and 
gelatin. It is a principal ingredient in curry powders. Turmeric can also be used fresh, like 
ginger.  

 
Medicinal effects being studied:  
➢ WebMD states: Turmeric is commonly used for conditions involving pain and inflammation, 

such as osteoarthritis because the folklore is that it has anti-inflammatory properties. It is also 
used for hay fever, depression, high cholesterol, a type of liver disease, and itching. Some 
people use turmeric for heartburn, thinking and memory skills, inflammatory bowel disease, 
stress, and many other conditions, but there no good scientific evidence to support these uses. 

 
➢ Turmeric and curcumin, one of its constituents, have been studied in numerous clinical 

trials for various human diseases and conditions (e.g., Alzheimer’s, arthritis, etc.), but the 
conclusions have either been uncertain or negative. Claims that curcumin in turmeric may 
help to reduce inflammation remain unproven as of 2017. 

o Nelson, KM; Dahlin, JL; Bisson, J; et al. (2017). "The Essential Medicinal Chemistry of 
Curcumin: Miniperspective". Journal of Medicinal Chemistry. 60 (5): 1620–1637. 
doi:10.1021/acs.jmedchem.6b00975. PMC 5346970. PMID 28074653. None of these 
studies [has] yet led to the approval of curcumin, curcuminoids, or turmeric as a 
therapeutic for any disease 

o Daily, JW; Yang, M; Park, S (2016). "Efficacy of Turmeric Extracts and Curcumin for 
Alleviating the Symptoms of Joint Arthritis: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis 
of Randomized Clinical Trials". Journal of Medicinal Food. 19 (8): 717–29. 
doi:10.1089/jmf.2016.3705. PMC 5003001. PMID 27533649. 

o Vaughn, A. R.; Branum, A; Sivamani, RK (2016). "Effects of Turmeric (Curcuma longa) 
on Skin Health: A Systematic Review of the Clinical Evidence". Phytotherapy 
Research. 30 (8): 1243–64. doi:10.1002/ptr.5640. PMID 27213821.  
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Cautions:  
➢ As turmeric and other spices are commonly sold by weight, the potential exists for powders 

of toxic, cheaper agents with a similar color to be added, such as lead(II,IV) oxide, giving 
turmeric an orange-red color instead of its native gold-yellow. 

 
➢ When taken in small doses (< 500 mg a day), Turmeric usually does not cause serious side 

effects. But some people can experience stomach upset, nausea, dizziness, or diarrhea. 
 
➢ Turmeric might slow blood clotting. Taking turmeric along with medications that also slow 

clotting might increase the chances of bruising and bleeding. 
 
Cultivation: 
Turmeric can be propagated in pots or in the ground by dividing a fresh rhizome and replanting 
sections with active ’eyes’.  The University of Florida recommends: 
➢ While you can sometimes find turmeric at your local garden supply store, you may also have 

luck finding turmeric for planting in the produce aisle of your favorite grocery store. Choose 
a firm, fresh piece. To plant, cut the rhizome into pieces 1 to 1½ inches long, each 
containing at least one "eye" if possible. Do this a few days ahead of planting to allow the 
cut surfaces to dry, reducing chances of rotting. In your prepared bed, insert each piece and 
cover with about 1 inch of soil. Space them 15 inches in the row and 15 inches between the 
row. Early in the spring is the best time to plant. 

➢ With its tropical foliage and showy flowers, turmeric is a beautiful and useful addition to 
any ornamental garden. The turmeric plant grows to three feet and has oblong, dark green 
leaves that are about five inches wide. The flowers are yellow-white, growing on a spike-like 
stalk. (Note: It resembles a canna plant.)  

➢ It grows well in partial to full shade in soil that has been amended with organic matter. 
Turmeric prolifically produces rhizomes that are ready for harvest generally in late fall or 
early winter; you'll know it's ready when the plant goes dormant. 

 
Compiled by Cathy McCarthy, Goochland Powhatan Master Gardener Association 
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