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Preface



I was initially drawn to plant dyeing for the same reasons I recycle: I find real joy in creating something using only what I have on hand. To me, working within this constraint is incredibly inspiring. Now that I dye my own fabrics, I can easily produce the materials I need for my projects. One old bed sheet from a thrift store and I suddenly have unlimited color and pattern possibilities at my fingertips.


A few years ago, one of my embroidery instructors told me about a friend of hers whom she hadn’t seen in several years. He’d apparently gotten “caught up in plant dyes.” She didn’t say anything else about it, but that one sentence has remained engraved in my memory. Only now do I fully understand what she meant. Be careful, dear reader, because the world you are about to discover is vast and marvelously addictive. . . .


There are many reasons plant dyeing is so enjoyable. It allows you to create your own unique fabrics and yarn, it’s inexpensive, and the rich colors it will give you simply can’t be compared with color from a chemical dye. But the real secret is this: What keeps people coming back to plant dyes again and again is the infinite number of surprises and variations that each one offers. This element of risk—in part due to chance, in part due to nature—is, quite honestly, a source of boundless pleasure. Dip two different pieces of cotton in the same dyebath and you will find two different shades when you pull them out. Unroll an eco-print and you’ll rediscover the childlike joy of tearing open a goody bag. Arrange your frozen cubes of madder root and indigo dye on a piece of silk and savor the excitement of waiting to see what will happen.


I am not a chemist, nor am I a botanist. I learned how to use plant dyes largely on my own, with the help of a number of different books and websites, and I was able to put into practice what I had been studying thanks to a few workshops with botanist and dyer Élisabeth Dumont. I decided to write this book for anyone who’s looking for an easy, simple way to get going on their first dye projects—just like I was a few years ago. I wanted to unite traditional techniques with newer, more experimental techniques. One section of this book is also dedicated exclusively to adding patterns and printing to your fabric because I have never found a book on dyeing that really takes the time to explain these things in depth.


I am committed to upcycling what would otherwise end up in a garbage can, and my creative decisions are guided by my concerns about waste. This book was written with that in mind. Unlike more conventional books on plant dyes, which tend to concentrate on traditional dye yielding plants, I have chosen to focus on plants that are common and readily available in urban areas: kitchen waste, tree bark, wilted bouquets, and edible plants you can buy in a store. That being said, I wanted to include a few traditional dye plants like indigo, oak gall, and madder root because of how remarkable their colors are and because I know you will enjoy working with them so much.


At the end of this book, you’ll find ideas for at-home dye projects to work on all year long. These are quick and easy pieces that won’t always require mordanting and will, I hope, inspire you to follow your own creative intuition for other projects.


Camille
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GETTING STARTED
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The Dyer’s Lexicon



Dyebath acidity or alkalinity: This is the pH of the bath. An acidic dyebath will have a pH between 1 and 7. An alkaline bath will have a pH between 7 and 14.


Finishing: A chemical treatment used to give textiles certain desirable properties. This can make it difficult for dye to bind to the fiber.


Cellulose fibers: These are fibers made from plants (cotton, flax, hemp . . .).


Protein fibers: These fibers come from animals (silk, wool, angora . . .).


Mordanting: This process prepares the fabric or yarn to help it absorb an intense, long-lasting plant color. The fibers are typically heated with a mordant (alum, soy, tannins . . .).


Modifying: This process alters the color of the fiber through the use of a second bath containing water and another substance (ferrous sulfate [iron], wood ash, etc.) that will react with the dye.


Tannins: Organic substances in the polyphenol family that are present in certain “tannic” plants. They react strongly to contact with metal salts.






EQUIPMENT



You can work with plant dyes in your kitchen, but make sure you use the right equipment and avoid using your personal cooking utensils whenever possible.


Cooking Pots


These pots should only be used for dyeing. Choose pots that can fit large pieces of fabric and that will allow your items to move freely in the pot. This will ensure even color.


If you are dyeing with tannic plants and using cast iron, this will affect your final result. The color will be absorbed more intensely and will appear somewhat darker.


Whenever possible, stick to stainless steel pots. You can use enameled cast iron pots, but make sure the enamel is not damaged because if your fabric does come into contact with the cast iron, the chemical reaction with plant tannins could cause staining.
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Protecting Yourself



Wear a large apron and gloves when handling certain plants that could stain your hands. A large pair of stainless-steel tongs will prove very useful for stirring your items and pulling them out of hot baths. Unlike wooden tongs, they are also easy to clean.
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Tools


• Digital scale


• Immersion blender


• Small coffee grinder for grinding bark and roots


• Strainers and sieves


• Glass bottles/jars for storing dyebaths


• Corks, funnels, bottle brush


• pH strips can be helpful when working with certain plant dyes or modifiers. You can find them in the aquarium section at most garden stores.
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Shibori


It won’t be long before you fall in love with this folding and binding dye technique. For these projects, you will need a few extra supplies.


• Clothespins


• Small wooden blocks


• Rubber bands


• White twine


• Clamps


• Wooden rods






CHOOSING WHAT TO DYE



There are three major textile families and only two of them can be dyed. It is important to be able to distinguish between them.


SYNTHETIC TEXTILES


Synthetic textiles cannot be dyed naturally so let’s rule them out now. Many people are unfortunately unaware of their impact on our environment and our health. These fabrics are made up of textile fibers derived from hydrocarbons. Manufacturing these fibers involves significant energy costs as well as high levels of toxic chemicals in the dye process. These fibers are not biodegradable and when synthetic textiles are washed, they release hydrocarbon microparticles which are not filtered by water purification plants and end up in our oceans as a result. Polyester, polyamide, acrylic, and elastane are the most widely used.


ARTIFICIAL TEXTILES


Artificial textiles are not the same as synthetic textiles, but they cannot be qualified as natural textiles, either. The fibers have undergone chemical treatment, but they are made using natural raw materials like cotton waste and wood. These are fabrics like rayon (also called viscose), acetate, and triacetate. These textiles can be dyed naturally.
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