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INTRODUCTION



Let the beauty you love be what you do.


—Rumi


Hand-printing from nature is a simple technique for creating fabulous, detailed images called nature prints. When you apply ink or paint to a leaf, flower, or other natural object and press it onto paper, or just about any other surface, the artistry of nature’s designs is revealed.


The process of hand-printing nature stirs our kinship with the earth and charges our creative energy. These feelings are in the doing, and nature printing is astonishingly easy to do. At every workshop I’ve taught, after just 15 minutes of practice, intricately engraved prints of sword-shaped sage leaves and brightly colored chrysanthemums parade across the tabletops as novice nature printers turn out expertly rendered images.


Getting started is simple. Natural, found materials are readily available and only a few, inexpensive supplies are needed to begin. Once initiated, you’ll see printing possibilities everywhere. Feathers, lemons, daisies, and just plain grass are waiting for us to print them! We don’t need to carve designs in linoleum blocks or fabricate silk screens, yet we can manipulate the patterns and make them our own.


The basic direct-printing technique is the same for printing anything from sunflowers to scallop shells, but there are differences in handling and preparation. In these pages you will learn how to collect, handle, prepare, and print natural objects from the very small to the large and complex; direct- and indirect-printing techniques; the significance of using your hands to apply pressure instead of pressing tools; which pigments to use and the nuances involved in pigment application; what characteristics to consider when choosing appropriate printing surfaces; and a host of methods and tips for honing your nature-printing and designing skills for creative home accessories, linens, furnishings, walls, note cards, artwork, and gifts.


My first book, Nature Printing, concentrated on the historic use of this ancient art, craft, and science to print accurate images of natural objects. In this book I’ve tried to honor the centuries-old tradition of nature printing, while further exploring nature’s designs as elements within artistic patterns to find a modern approach to creating nature-based designs for home decoration. In a simple, satisfying, imaginative way, we are bringing home the images of nature. I hope this book will inspire you to get started on this fascinating adventure. I welcome your questions and comments at www.laurabethmann.com.
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1
DIRECT IMPRESSIONS OF LIFE
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Hand-printed natural objects are direct impressions of life. Freshly picked bits of nature — carefully inked and pressed to paper, fabric, and other surfaces — make life-size mirror images of themselves. The forms, patterns, and textures of flowers, leaves, roots, wood grain, fruits, vegetables, feathers, shells, and a host of other found objects can produce phenomenally detailed, expressive art. Even the most accomplished drawings and paintings do not possess the spontaneity, immediacy, and true organic qualities of the simple nature print.


Look deep, deep into nature, and then you will understand everything better.


— Albert Einstein
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Ancient Origins


According to Roderick Cave, in his extensively researched book Impressions of Nature, the earliest-known nature prints date back to the thirteenth century. There’s significant evidence that nature printing has been around for at least 3,500 years. Given the simplicity and accessibility of the fundamental technique, it’s not surprising that people have been printing nature for a considerably long time.


Archaeological research suggests that humans began creating art around 40,000 years ago. We can go back 28,000 years to find Paleolithic hand prints made with mineral pigments in the caves of France and Spain. Eventually, someone got around to printing vegetation, which may have been inspired by leaf fossils or impressions made naturally by leaves on smooth stone surfaces. We see these today on sidewalks, especially in autumn after a rain. Or maybe some antecedent artist happened to spill a little pigment on a plant, instinctively spread it around on the leaves, and printed them onto her artwork.


This is similar to my chance encounter with nature printing about 30 years ago while painting at Atsion Lake in New Jersey’s Pine Barrens. Leaves found lying along the lakeside (white mulberry, I think) were already coated with pigment from the iron-rich deposits in the water there. I picked up one and pressed it onto my damp watercolor paper. “Wow!” I thought. Then I brushed some paint on the leaf, printed it again, and was forever hooked.


Like Magic


It’s clear that printing botanicals is utter simplicity for anyone who has ever held a leaf and played with paints. Yes, nature printing is like child’s play, and while some people have never heard of it, others quickly recall days at camp, school, or Scout meetings making leaf prints.


Unlike drawing, painting, or cutting images into wood blocks, nature printing requires no special equipment or training. Because of this, some have said there’s nothing extraordinary about nature printing. In a way, that’s like saying there’s nothing extraordinary in the occurrence of the sun’s rising every morning or the appearance of stars at night. We often take for granted the obvious and simple everyday things. But lifting an inked maple leaf after having pressed it to a sheet of paper is like witnessing the first glimmering light of day. The leaf’s crisp form and veining seem to appear like magic. This intrinsic beauty and the ease with which it was achieved feel nothing short of remarkable.


Once the basic nature-printing technique is understood and accomplished, what comes next is practicing with a variety of natural subjects.


The art and craft of hand-printing nature is about patterns and shapes, design and color. We will be working with both inks and paints to produce creative imagery on a wide range of surfaces. The focus is on direct printing, but we will delve into the indirect-printing technique and do some problem solving, such as learning how to manipulate fragile, large, or otherwise tricky subjects. A little practice is the main prerequisite to creating engaging, nature-based art, home accessories and furnishings, wearables, and fabric and paper yardage.


In the Book of Art, published in Milan in 1557, Alexius Pedemontanus gives detailed instructions for nature printing and concludes, “. . . in this way you may make gallant things to adorne your Chamber.” And that’s just what we’re going to do.
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The Nature of Pattern



Experience is the real thing. Breathing in the teeming, earthy fragrance of a spring morning is an ordinary, sensory experience. Dipping bare feet into a rushing stream or examining faceted crystals on a frosty windowpane are common experiences that, if we pay attention, have the power to awaken a profound place of beauty within us. We have the capability to recognize the beauty and mystery of nature because that beauty and mystery are at the heart of our being. It is in all the life around us — it is us.


When hand-printing nature and reveling in all the shapes and patterns, we begin to notice similarities within the seemingly different: how wood grain looks like the ripples on a pond, how a cut lemon is like a daisy. The patterns of nature — branching, radiating, turbulence, and spiraling, to name a few — recur in different forms.


The branching pattern we see in trees is typical of vascular systems. It is found in leaf veining and root growth in plants, and in lung structures and blood circulation in animals. Colonies of bacteria, ice crystals, water channels, and lightning all exhibit branching patterns.
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Radiating or explosion patterns take place in stars and volcanoes and can be seen in the streaming rays of the sun, yet the explosion pattern also occurs in diminutive flowers. From a daisy’s golden center disk burst radiating petals. Named because it mimics the sun, daisy comes from its Old English name, “day’s eye.”


Turbulence exists in the swirls of moving air currents and clouds. Turbulent water flows are experienced while riding the ocean waves or watching the vortex that’s created as water spirals around the sink drain. A similar spiraling pattern is found in the unfurling tendrils of grapevines, morning glories, and fern fiddleheads and in the florets of sunflowers. In most plant species, leaf growth forms a spiral up the stem. Fingerprints, the muscles of the apex of the human heart, mollusk shells, antlers, spiderwebs, and tornadoes are all spirals. In The Curves of Life, by Theodore Andrea Cook, we learn that the spiral formation was widely used as a decorative pattern throughout the ancient world as a symbol for “creative power or energy, the strength and divinity of the sun … and many sacred phenomena of life.” The double helix of DNA is a molecular spiral, and the Milky Way, like most other galaxies, is a cosmological spiral. The pattern of the universe itself is an enormous primordial turbulence.


These patterns are maps of nature. Ultimately, everything belongs to the same repeating patterns and consists of the same particles of matter that constitute life. Categorizing these elements makes us realize how fundamentally similar everything really is. Nature is our source and inspiration. When hand-printing nature, we recreate the artistry of her designs and unveil some of her secrets. We learn that we belong to nature and that her subjects are our own.
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Home Patterns


How we live expresses who we are. The purchased and handmade choices we make describe a personal sense of style. At home, we choose what to bring in and where to put it; and where we put things, how they’re arranged, involves patterns of space.


Creating a relationship between rooms with attention to proportion and using integrated colors and patterns in the walls, floors, and furnishings contribute to the flow of the house and feeling of spaciousness. When designing furniture placement, it helps to walk through the entrances, hallways, and rooms to find the paths of least resistance. Look for ways to create arrangements that interact in the space comfortably, with plenty of breathing room.


Most of the attention is usually given to the main rooms, leaving the transitional spaces as an afterthought or even ignored. These areas are typically front and back entrances, hallways, doorways and openings between rooms, corners, and nooks like window seats and areas underneath stairways, as well as attached outdoor spaces such as small porches and breezeways. These in-between spaces bring main areas together. They unify and can visually enlarge rooms, and deserve some deliberation.


The projects in this book are about accessorizing with nature’s patterns. Pillows, vases, artwork, lamps, window coverings, table and bed linens, and side chairs keep company with the sofas, dining sets, and carpets. They provide warmth and connection, and bring balance to those bigger furnishings. Think about your home’s patterns, proportion, and flow. Use colors that make you happy and create home accessories with a sense of adventure and an eye toward integrating them into your existing spaces.
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9 DESIGN TIPS





1 INSPIRATION


When I’m asked what inspires me, the answer usually sounds vague and somewhat boring, as everything inspires me. It could be anything because design exists everywhere you look and in everything you hear, read, taste, and touch: the small shapes of sky glowing between tree leaves and branches, the crevices on a slice of bread, reflections in a child’s eyes, Beethoven’s Symphony no. 3, the poems of Emily Dickinson. Step out of the way and you’ll see. Lose judgment, and just take it all in.







2 LOOKING AND SEEING


The important thing is to look deeply, but don’t think too much about what you see. Analyzing and judging disturb the imagination and, as Emerson, Einstein, and Leonardo da Vinci would tell you, imagination is everything. Be inspired by what you see, but know that what you make comes out of you. And if you aren’t happy with a design you’ve made, just put it away for a few days. By then your new eyes will see its virtues. Of course, if that’s not the case, you’ll probably have made something better by then anyway.







3 PATTERN VS. PICTORIAL DESIGNS


Pattern is simply any repeated design. Basically, there are two kinds of patterns: regularly spaced and irregularly spaced. The print at right is an example of a regularly spaced pattern made using the cut ends of a celery stalk and a baby carrot. Just how regular or irregular, and what elements make up the pattern, is up to the designer. Pictorial designs involve a main focus and can consist of a single object or many objects. Pattern and pictorial can be combined into one composition.
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4 NATURE KNOWS


Nature knows how things are arranged and what colors to use. Going right to the source for inspiration seems the most obvious approach when hand-printing nature. That’s exactly where botanical and wildlife artists and scientific illustrators go to create true representations. We can follow natural growth patterns, create seasonally accurate compositions, and match colors. (I used Japanese maple leaves on handmade paper to create the fall-inspired print at right.) Or we can make up random patterns, arrange objects out of context, mix things up, take apart objects or cut them into abstract shapes, and use any colors we feel like. And actually, nature does this too. I think that’s what gale-force winds, avalanches, and plate tectonics are for!
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5 STYLE


Any decor mode can be served by the art and craft of nature printing. Create representational or abstract designs to fit your style whether it’s traditional, vintage, cottage, rustic, Asian, modern, quirky, romantic, or anything with the word chic after it!







6 KEEP IT SIMPLE


All rules in art making are eventually thrown out the window, but there’s one principle I try to stay married to: the partnership of good design and simplicity. Putting all your ideas into one basket — mixing too many patterns, shapes, and colors — is chaos. Of course, if chaos is what you’re going for, throw this rule out the window.







7 EMOTION


Color and design evoke our emotions. We like a particular style or color; it makes us feel good, and these feelings play a big role, whether we’re churning out our own creations or choosing between the regal red Queen Anne chair or the comfy blue recliner for a corner of the living room. When making creative choices, trust your emotions.
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8 MARK THAT SPOT


There’s a particular advantage to designing with natural objects. We can spread them out and arrange and rearrange them to our heart’s content. Sketching designs before executing them often isn’t necessary, especially when printing something that’s abundantly available; for example, a design of leaves and feathers, or shells and apples, can be laid out in place beforehand. Even if only one or two leaves and feathers will be inked and printed in the process, the others serve to mark the places to be printed (see pages 130–131). Whether working large or small, this is a helpful practice. For large projects, the pattern can be laid out one section at a time, printed, then moved to the next section.







9 JUST DO IT


Not being able to decide what we’re after can stop us in our tracks. Dr. Clarissa Pinkola Estes tells us the trouble people have with their creativity is that “they stop themselves from doing what comes naturally.” When this happens, get a stack of inexpensive paper or fabric, start printing, and see where it takes you. Let the beauty and mystery of nature that you hold in your hand take you to the place of beauty and mystery in your heart. Trust doing what comes naturally.






Finding the Creative Center



When you become so entirely absorbed in what you are doing that you lose awareness of everything else, you are working from your creative center. Once upon a time I had to pick up my children each day from school, so before settling in to work in my studio, I’d set an alarm clock for 2:15. If I didn’t set the clock, my left brain would continually poke my right brain to check the time because all the right brain wants is to mind its own business and make art and couldn’t care less about what time it is. Setting the alarm freed me from this inner bickering and enabled me to focus on work.


Where’s the Flow?


The left side of the brain likes to take control, and usually does. It’s ego-driven, logic-oriented, time-obsessed, and critical to the learning process. But once it has mastered how to read, play tennis, drive a car, perform heart surgery, or make nature prints, the right side can take over and dominate the game. The right side sees the big picture. The holistic, unself-conscious, living-in-the-present-moment self opens up to let the fresh breezes of creativity take us where we need to go. Actions and awareness mesh, and we remain completely involved in the specific task at hand. This centered, creative place is sometimes called “a state of flow” or “being in the zone.”


This is a great place to be, just doing what comes naturally. Flow doesn’t allow distractions and self-doubt — no worrying, no thinking about what to make for dinner. Some people activate flow more easily than others, but everyone experiences this creative, highly focused state when fully engaged in whatever they are doing. It happens when working, playing, or lying on the beach watching clouds drift by. If you’ve ever been totally absorbed in a novel or a movie (and I know you have) and later realized that feeling of having been lost in the story, that was flow.
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