Carmine: The Colour of Desire?

As a nation which has become increasingly concerned with the consumption of artificial E-number colourants, food companies have searched far and wide to find more natural sources to use as food dye. In 2006, Nestle proudly announced that their Smarties™ were completely free from any artificial colouring. At the end of 2008, Tony Bilsborough proudly stated that Cadbury had listened to their consumers and replaced all their colourings. Tesco, Sainsbury’s, The Co-op and many more supermarkets have slowly stamped their foot down and started to ban range of colouring agents demanding that more natural alternatives be used. Strangely, few consumers question; What is being used instead?
Whilst the answer to this question horrified some, many recognised the insect derived “carmine” from the cochineal scale insect as a traditional dye which had been used by the Aztecs and Mayan people of Central and North America. It was a highly prized commodity, comparable with gold. The robes of Roman Catholic Cardinals and the jackets of the British military were tinted with this dye and it was regularly traded across European countries. In 1868, the Canary Islands exported approximately 3 million kilos of the processed product, representing a significant economic source of revenue. Whilst demand fell with the synthesis of artificial colours in laboratories, carmine has recently become commercially viable to farm again especially since many consumers are unaware of the source on ‘natural colouring E120’ on the label. In fact, the brilliant rich reds and pinks of cakes, cookies, jams, glazed cherries, cough drops and lipsticks to name a few, owe their vibrancy to this insect. Oddly, some brands of sausages, pies and cider contain this colourant too.
Native to Central and South America, the cochineal scale insect (Dactlopius coccus) within the suborder of Sternorrhyncha (containing aphids and whiteflies) is considered to be a sessile parasite of nopal or opunti cacti. They are soft-bodied, oval shaped and flat. Sucking up the cactus juices with their mouthparts, their bodies are purple from the red liquids they’ve extracted from the plant.  Extraordinarily, it takes 70,000 dried insects to produce 0.5kg of dye with an acre of cacti yielding approximately 130kgs of insects. They are usually killed by hot water immersion or heat exposure, producing carminic acid which is changed into two forms of dye; cochineal extract [E120(ii)] from the raw, dried and pulverised bodies and carmine [E120(i)] from a more concentrated liquid form. Neither are toxic or carcinogenic but they can induce an anaphylactic shock reaction in a very small number of people. As with many other food products, this is largely due to contamination during preparation.

Consequently, the FDA (Food and Drug Administration) has decided that consumers have the right to know whether insects are present in their food or cosmetics. The ‘correct terminology’ conflict has begun again with phrases such as “artificial colour” and “colour added” being banned with “cochineal extract” and “carmine” replacing them in 2011. Vegans, vegetarians and those consuming kosher and halal are expected to steer clear of these products, provided they know what both these terms actually mean.  Perhaps it would be more transparent to write “crushed red beetles” instead but this would obviously deter a significant number of people and hit supermarket sales. Companies use this dye because it makes food look more ripe and healthy to consumers. Is it perhaps the shallowness of the consumer which is the problem here and not whether proteinaceous insect material is used in a nation of numerous carnivores? Society seems to show few concerns about eating the limbs of a dead mammal, so why are insects so alien?
Carmine is not the only insect dye. Kermes (Kermes vermillio), a parasite of dryland oak shrubs in the Mediterranean region also produces a bright red dye. The shells of immobile female insects were crushed and made into paint, often referred to as a ‘King’s red’ for its beautiful lustre. Shellac, a resin which is secreted by the female lac bug (Tachardia lacca) when it forms a cocoon on trees in Thai and Indian forests, has been used throughout history too. It has a range of purposes and was used as a brush on colorant, food glaze and a wood finish. When it was applied with a drop of linseed oil on a rag, shellac could bring out a brilliant gloss on Swiss music boxes and historical pianos, currently known as a “French polish”.

It seems strange that the public which lobby so vehemently against the use of artificial additives in food would also condemn a natural source simply because it seems a bit ‘icky’, especially since insects have been used to make favourable products for hundreds of years. It’s ultimately up to you, the consumer – Is eating creepy crawlies better than ingesting petroleum based concoctions made in a laboratory? I’m not sure.
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