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Introduction

Who knew that plants could hold such a magnificent variety of colour within their leaves, their stems, their roots and their flowers? When I first discovered natural colour and plant dyes, I had a vague sense that in the past, people might have used plants to dye their clothes various shades of muddy browns and beiges (mostly informed by watching costume dramas, it has to be said) but other than that, my knowledge of natural colour was non-existent. I knew that the umbers, ochres and iron oxides in my paints and inks were based on, or even were, colours from the earth but that was the extent of my knowledge.

In 2018, I completed a month’s residency at KIRA, part of Kingsbrae Gardens in Canada. Whilst there, a local artist asked me if my linseed oil printmaking inks were environmentally friendly. For a printmaker with a love of colour and an artistic practice that centred on climate change, biodiversity and nature, I was shocked to realise I didn’t know. I’d given no thought as to where the inks had come from or how they were made. I’d always been sparing in their use, disposed of them properly and used non-toxic cleaning materials so why hadn’t I thought about the inks’ journey before I purchased them?

On my return, I started to research artists’ colour, where the pigments came from and how I might use natural and plant-based resources to produce my own printmaking ink. At the time, there was a surprising lack of information available regarding the use of plant colour for artists’ materials and specifically printmaking. In the last few years, more information has become available but when I first started researching the subject, the only advice I could find concentrated on either natural dyes and dyeing fabric or was from the pre-synthetic pigment era. As it turns out, both of these subjects were incredibly important starting points and provided a wealth of information but there wasn’t a ‘recipe book’ that I could use to make plant-based printmaking inks.

Thus followed ‘Dyeing (not Dying)’, a successful grant application and a year of research and development into the use of plant-based pigments within printmaking. I initially concentrated on making oil-based ink to use for my leaf-printing series on paper but this soon developed into creating water-based inks and paints for screenprinting, watercolours for woodcuts and experiments with printing onto fabrics. Whilst I still feel I’m merely at the beginning of a long, richly diverse and fascinating journey, I’ve gained a wealth of knowledge that I’m thrilled to share with other people.

I hope this book provides you with the inspiration, information and knowledge to dip a toe into printmaking with plant-based colour. Use it as a starting point to develop an exploratory practice and an investigative approach to using natural materials. Possibly, once that toe has been dipped, a complete immersion into the world of plant-based colour in printmaking will follow.

USING THIS BOOK

The use of plant-based colour for printmaking opens up a whole new world of exciting colour, processes, techniques and recipes for both the printmaker and the natural dyer. This book provides a starting point for using plants as a source of colour and is suitable for both textile and paper printmaking processes. It splits the recipes into sections, depending on what substrate will be used, and offers an introduction to different printmaking techniques for both paper and fabric.

Not all processes and approaches have been covered, but you should find enough information in these pages to exchange your purchased relief inks, intaglio inks, screenprinting pastes and block-printing inks with your own hand-crafted art materials. Be careful – it’s an addictive, enthralling and exciting ride – you may never go back!

Recipes: Weight or Volume?

Roughly speaking, one litre of water is equal to one kilogramme of water and therefore 100ml (millilitres) of water weighs 100g (grammes). Whilst measuring out one litre of water is relatively easy, it can be harder to measure smaller amounts such as 20ml, especially without a small measuring beaker or jug. It is often easier to weigh out 20g of water.

The recipes in this book primarily use weight rather than volume to specify liquid amounts. This is purely a practical decision to aid the reader when making up the pastes, liquids and dyes.

If you prefer to use volume, just change the grammes to millilitres for any water in the provided recipes. Be conscious that additional ingredients (such as metallic salts) will add weight even when dissolved, but if you are consistent with always using weight or volume, the recipes will still work.

Most recipes in this book will provide you with approximately 100g of plant-based colour to work with. This is the same as about half a pot of houmous and should be enough for trying out different techniques and recipes. The amounts are very easy to scale up when you’re ready but remember not to feel restricted by them – use your instincts and experiment!

Health and Safety Guidelines

Both printmakers and natural dyers will be familiar with standard health and safety rules for working in a studio environment, at a kitchen table, outside or anywhere in-between. However, it is always useful to revisit this advice before trying a new process and familiarise yourself with recommended approaches to working. Most guidelines are common sense and have not been included here. However, I thought it might be useful to mention:

• Plants can be toxic too – make sure you know exactly what you’re using and check for allergies.

• Keep kitchen equipment and dye equipment completely separate. Once something has been used for natural dyes, it should never be returned to the kitchen for food use.

• Always ensure equipment, dyestuffs and other materials are labelled.

• Always use a respirator mask when working with fine powders such as lake pigments or mordants.

• If unsure about the disposal of any chemical or liquid, consult your local authority and ask them for advice.
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Chapter One



THE WONDERFUL WORLD OF PLANT-BASED COLOUR
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The Slow Lane Studio: part science lab, dye house, kitchen, haberdashery, greenhouse, paper store and print studio.



USING PLANT-BASED COLOUR

Creating your own colour from plant-based materials isn’t quick, easy or particularly simple. However, it is hugely rewarding, enjoyable and creates a deeper appreciation of nature, plant-life and our environment. The yearly seasonal cycle from new growth in spring and flourishing plants in summer through to harvest time in autumn and the hibernation of winter imposes an enduring and cyclical structure into your practice and requires you to slow down and observe the different seasons more closely and intimately than you might have done previously.


[image: image]

Where it all started – end paper of the Dyeing (not Dying) book of plant-based inks.
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Goat willow (Salix caprea) pollen: a surprising source of colour.



Using plants to create your own inks, paints and pigments will encourage you to adapt and change your practice and your timescales accordingly. Whilst many dried plants are available to purchase and are a good place to start, it is a satisfying and sustainable practice to use what grows in your region’s climate and is available locally. However, it should be understood that using materials directly from nature and local to where you live will influence the colours available and the opportunities you have to gather and then use these items in your work. This first became apparent to me when I had gathered some goat willow (Salix caprea) pollen to experiment with as a pigment. Whilst wearing a black coat, I brushed past a goat willow tree heavy with flowers in the first flush of spring and the sleeve of my coat became covered in the fine bright yellow pollen of the flowers. I collected a minimal amount, not expecting it to be a useful pigment in any form, and yet it created a strong yellow oil-based ink that whilst difficult to manipulate and use, became a favourite, possibly because of the oddity of using pollen as a pigment. However, by the time I had got around to using the pollen and discovering its qualities, the weeks had passed and the flowers had died and dropped to the ground, making any further pollen gathering impossible until next year – goat willow pollen is not something you can readily buy. Now, each spring I look forward to seeing the trees covered in bright yellow flowers that noticeably stand out from trees that have yet to burst into leaf. Similar to the ethos of eating seasonally, the anticipation and expectation of a plant coming into flower or fruit, to be able to gather and use it in your pigment-making is something to celebrate and enjoy. Materials can also be gathered, dried and stored to be used at a less fruitful time of year just as previous generations used to collect, preserve and store food for use in the winter.

Handmade and homemade inks all have their own qualities and using them is a different experience from using shop-bought products. However, it just requires experimentation and learning and this soon becomes part of the process and part of your practice. When using a new commercial product, you often need to experiment and find the best way of working with it. Using your own inks, paints and art materials is just the same; however, don’t expect every product you make to act in the same way or even produce the same exact colour each time.
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The flowers of the invasive Himalayan balsam (Impatiens glandulifera) plant.
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Making goldenrod (Solidago canadensis) lake pigment into watercolour paint.



The willingness to experiment is a vital part of my work and something that has been instrumental in building up my knowledge and skills in creating plant-based colour. Reading, online research and talking to experts gave me a good background knowledge of which plants were likely to provide a useable colour but actually carrying out experiments and tests led to the discovery of unexpected sources and a deeper understanding of plant-based colour. The discovery of one plant that makes a good lake pigment creates an impetus to try others and I now quite happily try any plant – especially those that are numerous, considered invasive or are being pruned. Himalayan balsam (Impatiens glandulifera) is a plant that was introduced in 1839 as a garden plant for its large and showy white and magenta flowers. It is incredibly invasive in this country – once ripe, it flings its seeds out in all directions and they are carried along rivers and streams, spreading quickly once the plant establishes itself. The large leaves and tall habit quickly crowd out light and space from our native plants and take over large swathes of ground. ‘Balsam bashing’ (a method of removing plants by pulling them up by their shallow roots before they flower and set seed) in areas where the plant grows is encouraged so it seemed a good opportunity to try it as a dye and pigment. In certain parts of North America, a variety of goldenrod (Solidago canadensis) is listed as an invasive weed and goldenrod flowers produce the most wonderful yellows as both a pigment and a dye.

Experiencing outdoor environments, be that a cultivated garden, a remote moorland, urban scrubland or the grass verges along a lane, is a source of inspiration and I am constantly looking at plants and considering their potential both as a dye plant and as a lake pigment. Noticing colour in the landscape and thinking about plants is a part of my practice that is now as natural to me as putting one foot in front of another when walking.
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Alder cones are a wonderful source of rich chestnut brown, especially for inks and pigments. The Italian alder (Alnus cordata) bears much larger cones than the more frequently seen common alder (Alnus glutinosa).



Mapping and recording where I have seen interesting plants or potential dye sources is an important part of my work process. Whilst it doesn’t mean that I will necessarily return and collect items, it becomes a record of thoughts about a particular plant or the habitat it grows in, the growing conditions, similarities to other plants and ideas about how to use it. Cones from the common alder (Alnus glutinosa) tree, once ripe, are a recognised source of rich brown colour and, whilst little and fiddly to collect, are numerous in winter, often lasting through to spring. On a dog walk through my local town, a chance passing of a tree that looked strangely like a common alder ‘but different’ led to the discovery of the Italian alder (Alnus cordata) and its comparatively huge cones. Following testing, I discovered they created a great lake pigment and the size of them means I don’t need to collect so many.
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Splendour Awaits in Minute Proportions (The Dovestone Doomsday Vault) or, ‘272 seed specimens displayed by colour’. Seeds, glass vials, wooden cabinet; 2,300 × 1,000 × 250mm; 2018. This and nature printing started an interest in the trees and plants that surround us.



My knowledge of plants, trees and flowers has developed through my practice, originally as a necessary requirement for my leaf print series and later on as my interest and curiosity in all things botanical grew. I also spent a year creating The Dovestone Doomsday Vault, which is a collection of seeds of all the plant varieties growing at the RSPB Dove Stone Reservoir on the edge of the Peak District in the UK. Recognising and identifying plant species became a fascination as I strove to create a complete collection and database for the Reserve and this knowledge has benefitted me greatly when searching for potential sources of plant-based colour.

However, as I gain more experience, I have a tendency to return to just a few plants as reliable sources of colour, chiefly indigo, woad, madder, weld, rhubarb and buckthorn, though I don’t limit myself to these. This seems to be usual and very typical for many users of natural colour and may be something to do with the desire to use dye sources that have a good reputation for lightfastness and washfastness. For me, part of the attraction in using just a few sources of colour is developing a greater understanding of those specific plants, their many varying attributes and a realisation that within those sources, a great many more colours are available to the experienced user than just the most well-known or obvious one.

Consuming less is an important part of my philosophy. As humans, we are consuming every minute of every day but if we can consume less, we are reducing our impact on the planet and on our environment. Even if it is as seemingly insignificant as using fewer alder cones in my dye; by not using as many, I am leaving more for others, for insects, for wildlife, for new alder trees. Just one alder cone is part of a larger eco-system that is interconnected and has an effect on its surroundings and the local biodiversity.
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These pinks, reds and purples screenprinted onto cotton fabric show just a few of the remarkable number of colours that can be extracted from madder.



A BRIEF HISTORY OF NATURAL COLOUR

It wasn’t until 1856 that the first synthetic dye was patented by William Henry Perkin. That’s less than 200 years ago. Prior to this date, all colour was natural and obtained from minerals, animals and plants including pigments, paints and inks used by artists. The cave paintings in Lascaux, France are considered one of the earliest examples of art by humans and, at 40,000 years old, make the last 150–200 years of synthetic colour pale into insignificance. The paintings used chalk, soils and charcoal as sources of colour and these are still as effective today as they were over 1,500 generations ago. Since that date, the use of natural colour, particularly dyes used for colouring fabric and textiles, has become almost completely obliterated by synthetic colour, reduced to a craft activity and cottage industry when previously it was one of the most valued and important sectors of textile production. Synthetic colour is ubiquitous in our daily lives and adorns almost everything we see, use, buy and make.

Before the nineteenth century, it was common to create your own paints and other materials for artists’ use, particularly using minerals, rocks and soil for colours such as ochre, umber and green earth. Blacks were made using carbon from a variety of sources, such as deposits from a flame or candle, hence the name Lamp Black. Whites were sourced from bones or chalk. The use of plants as a source of colour wasn’t solely the territory of the textile industry and of artisan dyers; they were also used by artists and can be seen in many classical paintings and artworks.

The specific plants used as both dyes and pigments were dependent on global location, immediate habitat, relative wealth and the importance or value of the ultimate use of the dye. Indigo is a good example of this – until the seventeenth century, woad was the only source of plant-based blue (indigo) in Europe. In fact, woad was used as body paint by ancient Britons to intimidate the Romans when they invaded Britain about 2,000 years ago. When Indigofera tinctoria began to be imported as a source of indigo, woad quickly became superseded by this more intense blue and quickly fell out of favour. Woad producers consequently tried to outlaw the imported indigo, as their crops and industry lost value.

Some colours, such as orpiment or lead white, were extremely poisonous to both the maker and the user. Nowadays there can be a tendency to associate the word ‘natural’ with being healthy and non-toxic (mainly as a result of contemporary marketing and greenwashing) but it is important to remember that natural isn’t always good for you.

Printmaking with Plant-Based Colour

To look at where printmaking with natural colour began, we merely need to research the history of printmaking. As mentioned, synthetic colour was invented less than 200 years ago, so any printmaking done before that time, either on textiles or paper or other substrates, would have been created using natural colour sources.

Unlike today where printmaking with natural colour is customarily a mindful decision by the printmaker or artist, before the mid-nineteenth century it wouldn’t have been a conscious choice, just a utilisation of the available ingredients and materials of the region. These were often particular to the local vicinity, using pigments and dyes that were available to the artist. An area’s geography, its climate and its habitat would have influenced the sources used, just as in dyeing and colouring cloth.

Whilst the origins of printing onto fabric and papers are hard to date due to the fragile nature of these substrates, some of the oldest examples surviving today date back to a printing block from Egypt from the fourth century and woodcuts on paper from around the seventh to eighth century in China. Whilst exact dates are uncertain, it is highly likely that some form of printing was carried out before that, with estimates dating back to around 4000 BCE. That’s just a short 6,000 years before the first synthetic colours were invented. There are descriptions of printing in ancient texts but any evidence of these must have long since disintegrated.

Paper was being made, used and printed on in the East long before it became common in the West and only made its way to Europe in the eleventh century. Prints made on hemp paper date back to 650 CE and the earliest known printed and dated book, the Diamond Sutra, was produced in China in the mid-ninth century using the woodblock technique. Whilst movable type had been used for printing in China for at least 400 years beforehand, Johannes Gutenberg invented the first movable type printing press in the mid-1440s and it very quickly made books widely available, as they could now be massproduced. Johannes Gutenberg is also credited with being the first to develop an oil-based ink for printing text; before that water-based inks made with mineral pigments and carbon blacks would have been used.

Hundreds of years before these developments, Pliny the Elder (23–79 CE) refers to a technique that seems to describe mordant printing onto fabric, or at least mordant painting. This technique was being used hundreds of years later with overwhelming skill and detail on ‘calicoes’ imported into Europe from India in the early 1600s, though it’s thought they originated in the eleventh century. The printed cottons or chintzes (from the Hindu word chint, meaning coloured, spotted or speckled) were so instantly popular that new laws were created banning them from use to protect European wool and silk weavers. In Edward Bancroft’s book Experimental Researches Concerning the Philosophy of Permanent Colours; and the Best Means of Producing Them, by Dying, Callico Printing, &c. (1794), he refers to a published letter by a Father Coeurcoux, which describes the process:

… and afterwards, by pressure and friction, [the cotton cloths were] made smooth enough for being drawn upon by the pencil, with the different mordants. The first of these was an iron liquor (acetite of iron), familiar to that since employed by the callico-printers of Europe, excepting only that, instead of vinegar or alegar, the iron was dissolved in a mixture of four palm wine, and of water in which rice had been boiled. This liquor was applied to the figures or spots intended to become black, and afterwards the aluminous mordant was applied, commonly by children, with the pencil, to the parts intended to be made red.

He later goes on to describe how a little sappanwood was added to colour the solution so that it might be visible on application:

To colour this solution, so that the strokes of the pencil in applying it might be visible, a little sappan or sampsan wood (Coesalpinia Sappan, of Lin.) in powder was steeped in the solution, which being afterwards strained, was thickened with gum, and applied as before mentioned; after which the cotton so penciled was exposed to the hottest sunshine, in order that the parts to which the mordants had been applied might be dried as much as possible; and then the cottons were thoroughly soaked in large pits of water, to cleanse them from the loose superfluous parts of the different mordants, as well as from the buffalo’s milk, &c.; and this being done, they were dyed in water, with certain roots answering nearly in their effects to those of madder.

There is a further description of how the cottons were dyed in a madder dye bath producing red where alum had been applied and black where the iron had been applied. Those familiar with the technique of mordant printing will recognise the process described here.
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This piece of chintz, dated to the first quarter of the eighteenth century, is from the Coromandel Coast in India and was made for the export market. It is a beautiful example of the skill of artisans from that era in using mordants, resists and natural dyes to create patterned textiles. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Purchase, Rogers Fund, and Gerald G. Stiebel and Werwaiss Family Charitable Trust Gifts, 2005.



A NOTE ABOUT TERMINOLOGY

The language and terminology used around the subject of natural colour can be, and often is, very confusing. Lots of terms can be used interchangeably, frequently have different definitions depending on the writer and their understanding of the word (without being necessarily right or wrong) and can easily be misconstrued by the reader. Therefore, I have included some words below that I believe require clarification and a definition of how I will be using them within this book. This isn’t to say I have the definitive answer; merely that this is my understanding of how a particular word or phrase should be used. However, definitions of words can also be problematic and might often require explanations, side notes and exceptions that aren’t particularly helpful – I have tried to avoid this and keep definitions as simple as possible.

We’re quite used to words changing meaning depending on their context but sometimes this context doesn’t make it clearer. For instance, if ink is mentioned, the intaglio printmakers amongst you might instantly think of a thick viscous oil-based ink whilst writers may be thinking of their dip pens and their water-based writing ink and then natural dyers will be considering a reduction made from a dye bath. Even the term ‘natural colour’ isn’t particularly accurate for this book on plant-based colour, encompassing as it does any colour that is sourced from nature, not just from plants.

Colourant (also colorant) – a dye, a pigment or other substance that imparts colour. It is used within this book when describing colour that can be both a dye and a pigment.

Compound – a substance made up of two or more different chemical elements joined together with a chemical bond. Water is a compound of hydrogen and oxygen.

Dye – a compound or substance that can permanently colour something else by chemically bonding with the substrate it is applied to.

Dye bath – a liquid solution made by immersing plantstuffs (or other dyestuffs) in water to extract the colour. The water is often heated to more effectively extract the colour from the plant.

Dyeing – to permanently colour something using a dye. Shouldn’t be used interchangeably with ‘dying’, which means something more permanent but in a different way.

Dye liquid – the resulting solution made from immersing or steeping plantstuffs (or other dyestuffs) in water or other liquid. The use of the word dye implies that the liquid has dyeing potential. The liquid might still contain the plantstuff. This liquid is also often referred to as dye liquor, a dye bath and dye solution.

Dyestuff – a plant or other source of colour that has dye potential or is used as a dye. It is often useful to refer to a ‘dyestuff’, rather than ‘dye material’, which can be confusing if textiles or materials are used within a description. See also ‘plantstuff’ which is used when necessary in place of ‘dyestuff’, though they are often interchangeable.
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Ink: a substance that is used to transfer an image or is used to write with. Clarification of the type of ink meant is often both helpful and necessary.



Inks – catch-all term for a substance that is used to transfer an image or to write with. Think about water-based ink, oil-based ink, inks for writing, painting, printmaking, ink in a printer, ink in a biro, fountain pen ink, paint that is called ink, ink that is called paint. Ink can also be used as a verb – to ink something would mean to apply ink ready for printing. Within this book, the term ink will always be clarified with the precursor of water-based or oil-based if it is not immediately obvious.

Inorganic – pertaining to a substance that doesn’t contain carbon, such as iron or sodium. It may be used to describe something that has been produced with the use of pesticides but this is unlikely. The term non-organic is more likely to be used. However, it may be used to describe something not created from natural growth, so something that is artificial.

Lake pigment – a lake pigment is an insoluble pigment that has been made from a soluble dye derived from different sources such as plants (for example madder) and animals (for example cochineal). The soluble organic dye is bonded onto an inorganic substance (usually an aluminium) and the remaining liquid, called a supernatant, is removed by filtering and drying the pigment.

Liquid – a substance that is not solid or a gas and flows freely. Most usually refers to water or a dye liquid within this book.

Materials – the word material can refer to a substance or matter from which something can be made, things needed for an activity (for example an artist’s materials) or pieces of cloth or fabric. In this book the word material most often refers to cloth, fabric or textiles but might occasionally be used for artist’s materials. In this case it is always clarified. To avoid confusion, the word ‘stuff’ has been used when referring to plant materials.
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Natural colours are not just sourced from plants but can be extracted from the earth, such as ochre, and from animals, such as the cochineal beetle.



Natural colour – any colour or colourant that is directly sourced from nature, not just from plants, as opposed to synthetic colour. This might include rocks, minerals, plants, fungi and insects.

Natural dye – a colourant derived from a plant, animal or mineral rather than one derived synthetically from substances such as petro-chemicals.

Organic – nowadays most commonly understood as describing food, production or farming methods that don’t use chemical fertilisers, pesticides or other artificial chemicals. However, the word organic also means (most often within science) things that are derived from or consisting of living matter, so contain carbon. This can be confusing as an organic (carbon-containing) pigment might have been produced inorganically (using chemical fertilisers). However, a more usual term for something produced with the use of a pesticide would be non-organic, or the word organic would be missing from the description. See also inorganic.

Paste – used within this book to describe a thickened water-based solution for printing (most often screenprinting or block printing). Used in place of ink to more easily differentiate from the catch-all word ‘ink’.

Pigment – the word pigment is used to indicate a colourant that is insoluble in liquid. It is useful to understand the difference between a dye (soluble in liquid) and a pigment (insoluble in liquid) especially when using to colour textiles and fibres that must be washfast. Pigments won’t dye (chemically bond with) fibres, but they may be attached as a surface treatment by binding with a ‘glue’ (such as soy liquid). Indigo in its dry powdered form is a pigment and, whilst a highly effective one, can’t dye fibres until it has been reduced in a dye vat.

Plantstuff – parts of a plant used within a recipe. In this book most often used to describe the bits of plant going into a dye pot or being used to extract colour. For example, ‘add 50g of plantstuff to 500g of water’. Plantstuff avoids having to describe all parts of a plant that might be used each time such as roots, flowers, stalks and/or leaves or using plant material, which can be mixed up with cloth or fabric material. Used in place of ‘dyestuff’ when the meaning is not clear.

Printing and printmaking – often used interchangeably but printmaking implies a handmade approach (to make a print) rather than a machine-made approach (to print a document). Therefore I have used ‘printmaking ink’ for oil-based inks rather than the less clunky ‘printing ink’ purely because it feels more accurate.

Soluble (solubility) – the ability of a substance to form a solution with another substance. For example, instant coffee is soluble and will dissolve into water to make a brown drink whereas ground coffee is insoluble and won’t dissolve (but it will make a lovely beverage).

Solvents – a liquid in which other materials dissolve. Common examples of solvents include water, acetone, ethanol and methanol.

Supernatant – the liquid remaining above precipitated or settled sediment, such as when making a lake pigment. It is from the Latin terms super (above) and natare (to swim), so the liquid ‘swimming above’.

Vat dyes – vat dyes are usually those that require an extra process to make the colourant available to dye fibres. Thought to be called vat dyes because they were traditionally prepared using some form of fermentation, the only natural plant source that fulfils this characteristic is indigo or the indigo-bearing plants. Vat is a very specific term and shouldn’t be used to describe other plant dyes or dye baths.
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From dyeing fabrics and yarns through to printmaking, painting and paper-making, natural colours can be used for most applications where colour is required.






PRINTING ONTO PAPER OR TEXTILES

This book splits printmaking onto paper and printmaking onto textiles into sections, but this is purely a practical decision due to the difference in recipes and ultimate use of both substrates. It should be emphasised that which chapter a recipe or technique resides in should not prevent any printmaker from experimenting with all types of substrates and techniques. Whilst the recipes are recommended for use on a particular substrate, please do attempt alternative procedures with alternative substrates and don’t allow yourself to be restricted by where a recipe appears in the book.

I have approached writing this book from the viewpoint of a printmaker so whilst a lot of the information provided is also relevant to dyeing with natural colour, it is very specific to the processes and techniques of printmaking. Not all print processes are covered but enough information should be available to allow printmakers to adapt recipes to their own techniques and requirements.

For accurate and comprehensive information on dyeing yarns, textiles, papers and fibres with natural colour you should read books and information about this specific practice. Whilst the techniques and processes often overlap, this book is not a substitute for a natural dyeing manual nor is it an alternative to a complete guide to printmaking. It is written as a bridge between the two.




Chapter Two



UNDERSTANDING PLANT-BASED COLOUR

Natural colour can be found in and extracted from many sources including minerals, rocks, various insects and numerous plants, although this book solely focuses on colours that can be sourced from plants. Any part of a plant might contain useful colour and different parts of the same plant may contain different colours. Flowers, bark, roots, seeds, leaves, stems, wood, fruits and berries can all contain useful colour depending on the particular plant, yet some plants may contain hardly any colour at all or may hold colour in just one part.


[image: image]

Wooden spoons soon take on the colour of the dye. Keep spoons for similar colours or even individual dyes.



The colour of the plant or plantstuff is very often a completely different colour from the dye or pigment extracted. For example, indigo blue is extracted from the green leaves of indigo plants and a strong yellow is made from purple buddleia flowers. The season and time a plant is harvested can also result in different colours. Buckthorn berries are a good example of this, as unripe immature berries can produce a very strong yellow dye and mature berries might produce anything from a pink to a deep green colour.


[image: image]

Coreopsis tinctoria. Two-colour screenprint on paper.



These variable factors might seem overwhelming to start with but it is very easy to quickly learn about the main dye plants, the correct parts of these plants to use and how best to extract colour from them. The other variables become part of an exciting adventure into colour and the natural dyer or user of plant-based colour will quickly learn to enjoy and then embrace the potential surprises in their practice.


[image: image]

Coreopsis tinctoria. Two-colour screenprint on fabric. Compare the same artwork printed onto paper and fabric. The different substrates affect the final quality and colour of the print.



Most plant-based colour is extracted from the plant using water (think of how a cup of tea is made), thus making a dye liquid or a dye bath. Dyes are colourants that are soluble in water or other liquids including alcohol and solvents. Some plant-based colour is extracted as a pigment, which is a colourant that is not soluble in water, and some can be both a pigment and a dye depending on certain environmental conditions. Dyes can also be made into non-soluble pigments (called lake pigments) once they have been extracted from the source material.
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