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INTRODUCTION

You may think this book is merely instruction on the method of botanical printing on paper, but in fact it is so much more. This book is an invitation to a more meaningful and sustainable way of creating monoprints while engaging with the natural world. By turning to the first page, you are entering a completely different phase of your creative life. By allowing yourself to work with nature, you will be stepping back to a time when seasons were meaningful and your year was regulated by spring and autumn.
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The author botanical printing some Cotinus leaves on cochineal.



I am so happy to welcome you on the first steps of your new eco journey. I am a dye plant grower and natural dye artist based in Scotland and I record unique moments from nature through botanical printing on paper. By using the methods I have detailed in this book, you will learn to make meaningful art without damaging the environment. By understanding the science behind the methods and recording your progress, you will be able to repeat your work and understand where colour comes from.

Over ten years ago I was inspired by the eco-work of Australian artist India Flint and took to using nature to create my own prints, initially in a very rustic style when following her early teaching. No textbooks in eco-printing for paper existed then so I had to learn about mordants and local European botanicals in the true tradition of natural dyeing. Local dyers and practitioners were so happy to share with me the basics of natural dyeing and from poor results I have – through hours of testing – created my own method, which I am sharing with you here.

In my transition of moving from synthetic colours to natural dyes, I realised that our approach with plant-based colour is that of receiving from the natural world what can be coaxed out of the plants and bugs, in opposition to selecting a specific ready-made shade out of a colour chart. There is more of a dialogue and connection, but less of an (imposed) choice. We need to learn gratitude for success.

My original career as a conservation stenciller working on walls with pigments motivated me towards a journey on paper. It is a great and reliable support for creating crisp prints. I have my favourite papers but I also encourage you to experiment with your own.

I have tested and put parameters together, and I am now teaching a method that allows you to connect with your very own local surroundings to create wonderful and unique prints on paper.

There is great satisfaction in understanding how you created a print and be able to repeat it, so formalising knowledge, taking notes is important and will be encouraged here.

My best piece of advice is to recognise that every print is part of your learning process – the good and the less good ones, too. Nature is a great teacher. Overall, enjoy printing as it is a privilege to work with nature around us to create beauty. Be mindful and grateful, and enjoy the journey.

Before We Begin

There is a great anticipation and an urge to ‘dive in’ when starting to work with any new creative process, but when it requires connections and skills to be successful, it makes a lot of sense to take five minutes to reflect about the work at hand.

In this section I wish to give you some direction on how to approach your botanical printing on paper journey. Grab yourself a cup of tea and take a seat to read this quietly; I want to tell you about connections and skills. In my own journey both have been important – connections have given me the motivation to go further, and the skills the means to get there.

Connections with people

Although I have been botanical printing for just under ten years, it was the Covid period and my creation of ‘The True Colour of the Cotinus’ online project, which gave me a greater chance to connect with a very large group of like-minded people. When I reached out to others with offer to help and share during the first lockdowns, I found many with the same urge and need to connect. My first online class of 25 participants grew to a project with over 500 participants from all over the world.
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Warakorn and Catherine gathering leaves prior to a printing session, experiencing camaraderie and the outdoors makes this activity a great excuse for connections.



Botanical printing calls in mindful, lovely people who focus on living a healthy lifestyle and interacting in a thoughtful way. I hope like me you will find in your community individuals who are willing to share and interact with you and your prints. Be generous and share time printing together – it is a very rewarding moment. I usually call those ‘botanical moments’, when you can get together and use some leaves to make art. Not only do you have the end result, but you have some great memories shared. The ‘True Colour of the Cotinus’ project is now old, and still finds new adepts in those who want to connect through it.

Connection with the land

You may have been a crafter and until now, used ingredients you had to source in shops or online. Your connection with the ingredients is likely to have been minimal beyond choosing a colour. Even as a natural dyer, your dye stuff is often produced by others, a lot of the time with little or no input from you.

With botanical printing, your main ingredient has to be collected just before using, from the garden, the local park, the forest. It is a very different process. You will find yourself suddenly surrounded by fresh air, the gorgeous smell of vegetation, listening to the noises of the local birds, the breeze or wind surrounding you.
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Victoria feeling very satisfied having just bundled a huge piece of work ready to be steamed. The job was hard work, but the reward will be equally satisfying.



I hope you will understand then how special this technique is and how it will satisfy your soul. It will help you feel more rooted in your environment. The leaves you have collected will be more special than any tube of paint you have ever bought. Make sure you take note of your favourite trees and locations; you have become a ‘leaf gatherer’.

Connections with the work at hand

Dyeing from natural-colour yarn and fabric can be done in an experimental way with no skills, but to get a decent print with a controlled colour you have to gain skills and focus. Make sure you work attentively; make a mental note of the plants you want to try, remember where you pick them to try them again in the next season. Take care to time and measure your actions, making notes in a diary or even at the back of your prints so you can repeat (or amend) the process.
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Keeping notes – even brief – with each bundle allows you to remember your process and analyse the results before duplicating.



How to Use This book

I have constructed this book in sections that allow you to start from scratch with building your studio space, learning to identify your ingredients, preparing your materials before printing, and finally making great prints from the two main methods I am sharing. Take your time to study each section, then test, test again, and when you think you know it all, test one last time. Every single print you make will teach you something about the process.

Step back in the early chapters regularly, as it is certain that a first read will leave you in a panic with the amount of information you have to take in. But, as you move forward, you will gradually understand how to use it all and experience some light bulb moments.

Slow and steady is the way forward. Do not discard any print, even if you find it offensive. Older prints will show you how much you have learned when you make them again. Instead of throwing them away, date them and add brief notes to identify what was done. It will be a proud moment when you realise that you have improved your technique when compared with updated versions.

I have a hidden box with some of my very early prints that I only share with very good friends with a giggle… we all have to start somewhere. Have immense fun.


[image: image]

Connecting while rejoicing with the great result of a Botanical print on paper.




QR CODES

QR codes are an additional feature of this book. The codes in Chapters 5 and 6 give access to video recordings of the basic printing methods showing you the process of preparing and cooking the bundles. To view, scan the codes with your smartphone or alternatively type the web address given in the resources on page 140 in the browser of your computer. There are no limits to the number of times you view them, but they are for your own private learning usage only and should not be shared or used to teach. Any issues with access should be reported to bettysbeautifullife@gmail.com.
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The true colour of the Cotinus printing on blue.





THE GOLDEN RULES OF THE BOTANICAL PRINTER

Keep notes and learn from your mistakes

There is a definite correlation between the ingredients you are using, how you use them and your results. To be able to repeat and understand at all times ‘what happened’, keep notes.

Be mindful of your material and equipment

However much of a hurry you think you might be in, always take time to look after your resources. That piece of paper you tore fast will be the one you need later. Not washing a dye pot at the time of use will become an issue when you need to use it. Preparations are very important in getting the result you need. It takes longer to fix an issue than to prepare for a smooth process.

Remember to mordant well

However unique and special the dye you are using, if you have not applied your mordant well, your print and background will be patchy. Remember that the whole process is important – in natural dyeing there is no corner to hide in.

Watch that iron

We can forget that the ferrous sulphate (iron) that gives us a crisp print is also the rust that stains our top, our fingers and when applied in a too-heavy concentration will ruin our great prints. Make sure to measure well your dosage, don’t leave your bath lying around and be mindful of where you discard it. Diluted, it will do well in the garden.

Learn to understand your water

Test the pH of your water when you start. A good pH of 7 will be very useful; assess if it is hard or soft and correct accordingly. Understanding the importance of water in your process will allow you to take your printing elsewhere without too much difficulty. Moving from soft to hard water can make a lot of differences in your printing.

Learn to understand the pH-sensitive dyes

PH-sensitive dyes such as logwood and sappanwood are great fun to use and very rewarding, but they can puzzle you if you don’t understand how they work. Take time to look at your results and take notes. Dyes will be predictable if you know how to manipulate their pH.

Remember to look after your local ecosystem

When foraging, take a little, leave a lot. Remember that the huge bunch of flowers you picked that summer to use over the winter that is still in your freezer two years later was someone’s food. Learn to understand what you need and pick it from suitable places. Split locations if you need a lot of it and think before you pick. The bees around will love you more for it.

Use common sense, take your time, be mindful of others in your process

One can forget that botanical printing is not different from any other activities we take part in such as food preparing, or growing stuff. We should take time and use common sense, however excited we feel in the moment of making that print. Think ahead, plan your time reasonably, and involve others who might benefit from the exchange.


Chapter 1

STUDIO SPACE, EQUIPMENT AND MATERIAL

Dye studios are places where magic happens – full of treasures, from glass jars lined up on a shelf full of interesting dried flowers to boiling cauldrons; they inspire and excite at the same time. We have all fallen in love with beautiful studio spaces in glossy magazines or on Pinterest, and dreamed about working in one of those. Gentle light flooding a work bench, dyed thread hanging from the ceiling and collections of wooden spoons and other good-looking tools all make us yearn for a more sustainable life. The reality is that few can afford such beautiful spaces in modern life and we often have to compromise to practice our crafts.
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Elisabeth’s studio during a private workshop in botanical printing. High tables make the work easier and a cooking station is located by the windows for ventilation.
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The wonderful outdoor dye kitchen at Feutre Formation France.



You can still set up a great dye studio within the means of your personal circumstances. More important than the aesthetic of the space is the access to essentials that will make your results more successful, such as running water, a source of heat, and some practical table space.

Your studio can be a permanent space like a spare room or a shed in the garden, even a space on the balcony, but if you live in a small accommodation without an outdoor space, it could just be your kitchen for the duration of a dye session. No matter what you do or where you are, make sure to keep it practical and safe.
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My studio is fitted with two large trestle tables elevated to waist level, providing enough space to hold ongoing projects and a laptop for reference or digital work.



In this chapter I will describe what your dye studio should include to enable success, and offer tips for adapting your activity to very small spaces. The print techniques I share in this book are made on small papers. Since Covid I’ve learned to facilitate students creating wonderful work from small locations with no dye studio, so working with an old saucepan on your kitchen stove will be perfect.

As a self-employed artist I am lucky to have a great studio space in the basement of a Victorian building. The room is large, has running water but also slate flooring that allows for spillages and makes it easy to keep clean. It did, however, take many years to fit it to the way it is now, moving things around to optimise space and access in each moment. So, be patient.

Glasgow weather is very unpredictable, so I have to work indoors a lot of the time. When teaching retreats in South-West France I use a wonderful outdoor dye studio in a small village, lent by my friends Jean Francois and Krystel from Feutre Formation. When visiting Thailand’s dye artists every winter, I am blessed with working in huge, well-appointed outdoor dye spaces. Every space has both advantages and issues that need troubleshooting.
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The makeshift setup of the Woodlands Community Garden dye kitchen in Glasgow.



I like to test small quantities when travelling, and I always pack a small rice cooker in my bag. Working with botanicals can be done in many ways and it is good to fully realise that ‘your studio is where your work is’.

Throughout this chapter I share photos of studio spaces that I’ve used recently, and tools to help you troubleshoot your own conditions. You will find my best advice about setting up ‘studio’ wherever you can, and an extensive list of equipment and materials you will find useful.

Remember: creativity comes within a studio’s facilities but it is not the grand studio that makes your work beautiful… it merely makes it easy. You can make great work from a shoebox if you have the focus.


WORK SUSTAINABLY

I am a little traditional in my approach, and totally sustainable: ‘Buy less, use again’ is my motto. To that end, bamboo canes are your best tool. They can be used to stir, hang from, attach things… the list goes on. They cost nothing and, in the summer, they will guide your plants in the garden. In this book I promote reusing and making do; it makes your eco work much more ‘eco’, and the world a better place to be.



Studio Space or Small Dye Station

Creativity is in all of us, but for some of us it’s a necessary activity to keep frustration at bay. We feel an immense relief when able to create and a great frustration when we’re not. Those of us who are in that group will naturally have kept a creative drawer, box, basket from a very early age; we kept bits of strings and colourful papers as children and the concept of having a space like a room to host all our treasure sounds like a dream. Usually, those individuals have a studio space of some sort by the time they reach adulthood. I am one of them. I was not art-trained but it was always obvious that I would become an artist at some point. Anywhere I set roots I need a space where I can ‘do stuff’.
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A large indoor studio with substantial tables that facilitate the work of a group at Feutre Formation France.
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The large outdoor dye kitchen at Feutre Formation France helps when there are mosquitoes out, the sun is too hot, or we need to work mess-free in the studio.



There is no single description of what the ideal studio space for botanical-printing should be, because in your own context, it will depend on location and circumstances. Here I would like to define it as a dedicated space to the activity, however large or small, and whether it’s yours to keep or borrowed for a few hours is irrelevant.

The following pages contain tips on how to create your own studio if you have a dedicated space, but also, I explain how you can make yourself a temporary creative corner in your kitchen, spare room, garage, or garden shed. In this case you need a good container to pack it all when not in use. In your ‘studio’ you should have areas to store, prepare, cook, and open and clean your work.

Preparing space

Typically, there will be a good-sized table – ideally four times as large as the size of the piece of work you are planning. You need access to water to make your mordant or dye baths, preferably a sink nearby, and a cooker or space to heat them up. You’ll also need a power point and good light.

On your table you will prepare the solutions and lay down your elements – everything you’ll need for the process. You will roll your bundles before cooking them, and you will open them after cooking. You will rest your mordant bowls and display your leaves. I know many eco-printers who use their dining room table (seldom used in modern life) as a printing table when no studio is available.


[image: image]

Marina and helper prepare the mordanting bath in the outdoor kitchen at Feutre Formation France. The outdoor setup speeds up the process and allows us to work fast and efficiently.



It is a matter of preference whether you want to keep your leaves on the stems and have them in a bucket of water to keep them moist or whether you would like to peel them off and have them in neat piles.

Your preparation space could just be a table, or it could be much more. In my own studio I have a space to prepare the bundles, and rest my mordant bowls. I have an area where leaves are displayed in families to allow me time to think about composition – sometimes I grade them by size. There, I also have a dry space for my notebook, and my camera or phone to record them.


[image: image]

The wonderful dye studio of Feutre Formation offers large individual spaces for individual participants in the form of a table.



When I work in the wonderful French dye studio of Montbrun, we each have a very large table of around 150 × 90cm but this is a complete luxury. When I travel, I often have to compromise and use just a small table, or even worse if I work in a hotel room my preparation space might be the bathroom sink area. No matter what, make sure that your surfaces are covered to protect them against dye stains.

Water

Many variables will affect the work you make and one of them is the access to and the quality of the water you work with, both of which can differ greatly from studio to studio. Hard water will make your iron bath – and work – darker, while soft water will help some processes, but you will struggle getting strong yellows without adding chalk.

A number of years ago as
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