
History of the  
Giemsa Stain

1668
Friedrich Jacob Merck purchases Angel Pharmacy 
(Engel-Apotheke) in Darmstadt, Germany. The city 
would become the historic core of the company

1838
Christian Gottfried Ehrenberg uses powdered carmine 
and indigo to study living microorganisms.

1880
Georg Grübler formed his own company which 
focused on marketing aniline dyes especially for use 
in microscopy.

1918
Merck KGaA, Darmstadt, Germany begins to 
manufacture high quality, large-scale quantities of 
the Giemsa stain which was widely considered the 
premium stain due to the well-defined composition of 
the original “secret formula”.

1943
During WWII, the supply of German Azure I is cut 
off, making it increasingly difficult to obtain the 
German Giemsa stain. Ralph Dougall Lillie develops a 
method to substitute American dyes for those in the 
original Giemsa formula, incorporating a novel 
extraction process.

1971
The field of cytogenetics is expanded with the 
discovery of ‘G-banding’, whereby metaphase 
chromosomes digested with trypsin are stained with 
Giemsa to reveal AT- and GC-rich regions.

2018
For 100 years, the Giemsa stain proves to be the 
preferred microscopic stain worldwide. This universal 
special stain is used in a wide variety of applications 
including hematology, histology, cytology, and 
bacteriology. Today, we celebrate the centennial 
anniversary of our robust manufacturing process for 
the Giemsa stain.

1770
Sir John Hill reports using carmine dye in his 

studies of timber, making it the first dye to be used 
in microscopy.

1858
Joseph von Gerlach injects a preparation of caramine 

gelatin into tissues and is considered the father of 
biological stains

1902
Gustav Giemsa designs the Giemsa stain to 
demonstrate parasites, such as malaria and 

Treponema pallidum. He developed a “secret” 
oxidation process using a unique mixture of 

methylene azure, methylene blue, and eosin, with 
glycerol added as a stabilizing agent.  

1928
Gustav Giemsa develops a histological staining 
method incorporating alcohol fixation and pre-
treatment with iodine and hyposulfite solutions 

affording high quality staining of chromatin, nuclear 
membrane and cytoplasmic elements.

1950s
The Giemsa stain becomes widely viewed as the 

most versatile special stain and is recognized to have 
a distinct advantage over other stains. 

1974
Karl Lennert and his group from Kiel describe the 

advantages of the Giemsa stain for 
hematolymphoid tissues and establish the Kiel 

classification of lymphomas.
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