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For my mom, the ultimate doer, who fostered my creative spirit from day one. Through her quietly radical act of making everything, she taught me to fear nothing.
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Using dried and pressed flowers to create a botanical print on silk
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HELLO Getting Started


Welcome to my wild, wonderful world of botanical dyeing.

I’ve written this book as a creative call to action and a source of inspiration based on my own experience of discovering and practicing this craft and weaving it into the flow of my life. I’ll be the first to tell you that I don’t hold a chemistry or botany degree, and I’m not a textile expert. Starting ten years ago, I began following and learning from a community of natural dyers online, made some beautiful (and not-so-beautiful) garments, became 100 percent obsessed, turned the basement of my house into a dye studio, launched my Dye Kween brand, worked with some of the top fashion brands in New York, and nearly fainted when pro basketball star Stephen Curry was photographed wearing a botanical pattern I made for Rag & Bone. I’m thrilled that I’ve been able to share, but I would practice this craft even if that were not the case. Natural dyeing hooked me from the beginning because it brings together activities that connect to the most fundamental parts of my being: exploring nature, gathering, and creating. With this book, I want to share with you this same sense of excitement and profound satisfaction that comes from immersing yourself in plant magic (and, let’s be honest, helping you make a gorgeous piece).

[image: ]
Now is the time to think about how things are made and how we can improve those processes and products so that they are better for us and for the places where we live. One unexpected benefit of botanical dyeing is a new awareness of the natural world around you—even if you live in a city or suburb, where the built environment seems to be taking over. The craft gives you a unique path to access that world—or even cultivate it. While having a dye garden is absolutely not essential, growing and making go hand in hand.

Natural dyeing encompasses many different techniques and processes: Immersion dyeing, vat dyeing with indigo or woad, shibori, eco-printing, flower pounding, and flower painting all fall into this realm. Within these categories are dozens of different ways to achieve long-lasting color from plants. Together, we will explore how to extract vibrant color from a flower and imbue cloth, ultimately printing textiles with the exact shape and color of plants growing in your garden, with a primary focus on using flowers to create color and pattern. I love natural dyeing in part because there is no one way to do it.

For years, the Dye Kween tagline has been “Perfectly Imperfect.” I always come back to this idea because I wholeheartedly believe that perfection is the enemy of good, and therefore of joy. I get that from my mom, who is the ultimate doer. “Successful” results from natural dyeing can also be happy accidents, because when you work with a plant so many factors are out of your control: how much it was watered, where it was grown, what was in the soil. Play with the balance between chance and control with the goal of eventually nailing that alchemy between technical proficiency and artistry. And enjoy it!
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Amanda in her Maplewood, New Jersey, studio
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Flowers laid out on cotton gauze


Start slowly and break up the steps. You can prep a project one day and use another to do the actual dyeing. Abandoning a dye pot for days or weeks can deliver surprising and beautiful results. Botanical dyeing is a lot like baking: You gather ingredients and do the prep work before the active work. Then you “cook” it, and voilà! Many factors, such as water, temperature, and duration, can affect the final product. Embrace the trial and error, keep the initial approach loose, and have fun as you start.

I understand that you will likely be using this book at home with a smallish amount of time and space, so whenever possible I will explain “my way,” which usually involves sharing a shortcut or a hack that makes the making more accessible. The instructions and ideas in the book will allow you to achieve beautiful results without taking six million extra steps or mastering complicated techniques. Remember that for every hard-and-fast rule, another one is screaming to be broken, so keep your mind and heart open to the possibilities of experimentation. It is possible to repeat results consistently if you are more scientific in your approach, but I also encourage you to embrace the many variables in dyeing—they are the very reason that botanically dyed items are so uniquely beautiful.




A Little More About Me


I was born and raised in Anchorage, Alaska, a place of magnificent natural beauty. When I was young, my dad was a bush pilot and a professional fishing guide. My mom was an artist at heart and instilled in me a deep love of making. We spent a lot of time in the mountains and camping in remote places throughout the state.

I studied printmaking and photography at art school in Portland, Oregon. After college, my journey led me to New York, and eventually, after fifteen years in Brooklyn with a husband and two kids, we moved west to suburban New Jersey—a difficult transition for me. New York was one thing, but now I found myself commuting into the city from one of the most densely populated states in the country. In addition to my demanding full-time job in the city, I wrote a children’s design blog—part of my creative outlet once I had my first child. I spent my entire day glued to a computer screen, which felt horrible. I would look at myself in the mirror and ask how I ended up here, a suburban mom doing the 9-to-5 grind.

I had a deep desire to make things with my hands. I have a restless spirit, so I needed to keep my hands busy. I became intrigued by natural dyes and found Audrey Louise Reynolds online. At the time, she was selling packets of dyes made with earth, salt, and dried plants. I dyed my daughter a dress and was totally hooked. A friend suggested that I try an avocado dye, and then it was over: I was obsessed and couldn’t think about anything else. Nothing has ever captured my imagination so profoundly.

I was immediately taken with the process, the results, and the sheer idea that I could find things from the earth to create stunning color in my everyday life. I wanted to dye everything and was constantly hunting for new plant material to dye with. I was dyeing with things that I wouldn’t use now because they don’t create strong dyes. Black beans or blueberries, for instance, can put a stain on objects temporarily—these are called fugitive dyes, and they will eventually turn to a very light gray or brown. But they had that immediate impact that was so exciting.
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Photograph of Alaska, 1970s

Amanda harvesting flowers in New Jersey
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Swatches of flowers pounded on cotton


That type of freewheeling experimentation at the beginning eventually led me to develop my own distinct method and aesthetic. I dug through bins at Whole Foods Market, fishing out onion skins, and begged the deli counter staff for their avocado pits. You can imagine the strange looks and questions that followed. I slowly found an online community and resources. I closely followed a community of natural dyers on social media: Liz Spencer of the Dogwood Dyer, Rebecca Desnos, and Kathy Hattori of Botanical Colors. These were my first teachers.

After a few weeks of annoying my family by taking over our kitchen with weird smells and huge pots of dyes, I set up a studio in my basement, and my practice and my business blossomed. Seven years ago, dyeing spilled over into gardening, and I started growing my own dye plants in my yard and the local community garden. In 2022, I ripped out all the grass and shrubs around my house and converted our little suburban yard into a year-round dye garden.

I now operate my business from a large industrial studio space—a big upgrade from my basement. I continue to grow all my flowers in my home garden and community garden plot. My business has grown in many wonderful directions, such as working with big brands and selling my goods in stores around the world. And now, I have written this book!

There are a lot of dye books on the market, from vintage recipe books to modern illustrated guides. Many are very good, but there is a gap in the market for a book that teaches you how to make clear, crisp prints with flowers. This book will focus on bundle dying and eco-printing with flowers. I will cover immersion dyeing and other techniques, but I hope you are here to learn how to make a long-lasting flower print on cloth.
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A Dyer’s Vocabulary

Adjective dye. A dye that requires a mordant to bond with the fiber. These are often more light and wash sensitive. Also called a fugitive dye.

Afterbath. A secondary bath of dye, mordant, or modifier that will change or modify a dyed piece.

Botanical printing. A technique in which you lay flowers and plants directly on mordanted fabric to imprint the organic forms on cloth. Also called eco-printing, contact printing, or bundle dyeing.

Bundle dyeing. A technique in which dyestuff is laid directly onto mordanted cloth, folded, bound, and then steamed to create a print on fabric.

Cellulose fiber. A fiber, yarn, or fabric made from plants, such as cotton, bamboo, linen, hemp, and rayon.

Curing. The process of allowing dyes to set by letting the fiber dye dry for a week or two before washing the fiber.

Direct dye. A water-soluble dye that bonds with a fiber without the use of a mordant. Also called a substantive dye.

Dyestuff. Any material used to make a dye.

Eco-printing. A technique where you lay flowers and other plant material directly on mordanted fabric to imprint the organic forms on cloth. Also called botanical printing, contact printing, or bundle dyeing.

Exhaust. The dye that is left over after you have dyed a piece in a dye bath. You can use an exhaust dye bath to dye more fiber, usually in a pale shade.

Fastness. The ability of dyed fabric to maintain color after washing and exposure to light.

Fugitive dye. A dye that requires a mordant to bond with the fiber. These are often more light and wash sensitive. Also called an adjective dye.

Immersion dyeing. The process of dyeing something a solid color in a dye bath.

Lightfast. The resistance of dyed fabric to fading or discoloration from light. Note that all dyed fabrics fade over time and cannot handle long exposure to direct sunlight.

Mordant. A substance that bonds with the fiber to help fix (bind) dyes to it.

Mordant dye. A dye plant that can create both dyes and mordants. These are often also direct dyes.

Mordanting. The process of treating fiber with a mordant.

pH. The measure of acidity or alkalinity in a substance.

Protein fiber. A fiber, yarn, or fabric sourced from animals, such as silk, wool, alpaca, and cashmere.

Resist. A barrier to block dye or protect fibers from dye.

Scour. The process of cleaning a fiber of impurities by washing it with scour soap or detergent in hot water.

Substantive dye. A water-soluble dye that bonds with a fiber without the use of a mordant. Also called a direct dye.

Washfast. The resistance of dyed fabric to fading or bleeding in the wash.

Weight of fiber (WOF). The dry weight of a fiber.
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Dye studio tools






The Dyer’s Toolbox


Botanical dyeing does not require specialized equipment, and you can grow or forage most dyestuff pretty easily. However, you will need a few dedicated items in your home or studio to be used only for dyeing. Many items may already be lying around your home. It’s important that you absolutely do not use the same pots and utensils for dyeing that you use for food.

I’ll go into the details about how you use these tools and materials later, of course. For now, if any of the terms seem unfamiliar, refer to A Dyer’s Vocabulary on here. Fear not—all will become clear later.



Digital Food Scale


You will need this tool to measure mordants and fibers by weight. A basic version can be purchased inexpensively.




Large Stockpot with Lid


These can be sourced from thrift stores and yard sales. I prefer stainless steel, but that is more expensive. Aluminum is a great inexpensive option and perfect for steaming bundles. It can help with mordanting when used for immersion dyeing, since aluminum is a metal mordant. The downside is that dyes can attach to the aluminum pot’s walls, which can in turn leave marks on the fiber. If you opt for aluminum, be prepared to do a lot of scrubbing. (Remember, never use the same dye pots and utensils for food—you need an entirely separate set for dyeing.)




Enameled Pots


These are also a good option. Besides being super cute, they are readily available at thrift shops, garage sales, and flea markets. One warning: They chip easily. When the iron inside is exposed, it can stain pieces or sadden the color (more on iron later). So if you use an enamel pot, treat it with TLC, and if it chips, repair it or convert it to a flowerpot.





Metal, Glass, and Plastic Mixing Bowls


All sizes of mixing bowls are indispensable in the dye studio for a variety of tasks, from soaking fiber to mixing small batches of dye baths. My favorites are the industrial stainless-steel bowls that litter the shelves of thrift stores and can be purchased for a few bucks.




Measuring Spoons and Cups


Gather different sizes for dry and wet measurements. Metal, glass, and ceramic are preferred over plastic because they are easier to clean.




Wooden, Plastic, and Metal Mixing Spoons


You’ll want a variety of sizes and shapes for stirring and mixing dyes. For metal spoons, keep on hand one slotted spoon, one large spoon, and one tablespoon or soupspoon (that, of course, you won’t be using for eating!).




A Mini and a Standard-Size Whisk


Both whisks will come in handy for mixing powders.




Tongs


A pair of sturdy tongs is extremely helpful for fetching steamy bundles from the bottom of your stockpot.




Mesh Strainer, Cheesecloth or Muslin, and Colander


These will strain plant matter from immersion dye baths.




Plastic Paint Buckets or Storage Containers with Lids


One and 5-gallon paint buckets from the hardware store are great for mixing up dyes and mordants, as well as for storing dyes for later use.
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Heat Source


I use a dedicated convection hot plate with heat controls and an internal timer; it heats up quickly and automatically shuts off when the time is up, which is enormously helpful.

Using a kitchen stove is fine as long as you don’t dye while preparing food and you clean up well afterward. Also, if you’re working with long dye times, be sure to keep an eye on a simmering pot so that you don’t inadvertently burn off all the dye liquid and toast the fiber. (I speak from experience.)

An electric bucket heater is helpful if you are heating large amounts of water or do not have very hot tap water. The heating rod goes directly into the bucket and is plugged in to quickly heat a large amount of water.

Dyeing over a fire is a particular primitive joy of mine. This might sound next level, but it seems normal for someone from Alaska. I often pack a few mordanted fibers on a camping trip in case I come across nettles or sumac in the woods. These dyed pieces make meaningful trip souvenirs.




Drying Rack or Clothesline


You will need a clean area to let wet items dry and to hang items between steps. A folding metal drying rack is a good option: You can wipe it down so dyes don’t transfer to pieces, and you can store it when not in use. But do not underestimate the simplicity of a clothesline. These can be strung up anywhere—outside is great!




Cotton String or Kitchen Twine


Select a medium-weight string. This will be used to bind bundles before you steam them.





Small Copper Pipes, Sticks, or Dowels


You should have these in a variety of sizes (from 1/4 inch to 1 inch in diameter) in different lengths. They will be used when tightly wrapping bundles. Note: Make sure the length fits in the stockpot that you use as your steam pot.




Surgical Gloves and Dishwashing Gloves


You’ll want these available to protect your hands. Mordants and iron salts can irritate and be extremely drying to the skin, and some dye extracts can stain your skin and fingernails.




Dust Mask or Respirator


This is important to use when mixing fine powders to protect your lungs.




Apron


An apron will protect clothing from both dyes and fine powders.




Baskets and Glass Jars with Lids


I love to collect and use jars and baskets for gathering and storing; these are always good to have on hand.




White or Unbleached Plain Paper or Kraft Paper


The paper will absorb excess moisture in a bundle to help you achieve sharp, clear prints.




Old Plastic Bags or Thin Sheets of Plastic


This plastic can serve as a resist (something that blocks color from printing in certain areas) when printing with plants. Using a resist gives you more control over your design and assists with obtaining sharp prints. Make sure the plastic doesn’t have printing on it, otherwise that ink may transfer to your fabric during the steaming process of bundle dyeing or eco-printing. You might not want to use plastic at all, and that’s okay. If you do not use plastic, however, you will get some bleeding and ghost printing on your fabric because there will be no barrier between layers when you bundle your piece.
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Dye pots





An Important Dye Resource


I really recommend getting a copy of The Art and Science of Natural Dyes by Joy Boutrup and Catharine Ellis (Shiffer Publishing). This dyer textbook offers so much excellent technical information, data, and recipes. If you want to get serious and have more profound questions, this book is essential.






Scours, Mordants, and Assists


You will need some supplies to prep your fiber for dyeing. Scouring agents and mordants are essential for creating long-lasting natural dyes. Assists are substances that can help with mordanting, dyeing, and fixing colors as well as shifting colors to achieve a wider range of tones and hues.



Scours


Scouring is the cleansing process that removes any waxes, oils, and dirt from your fiber through the use of these products.

Soda ash

Scour soap: Synthrapol detergent or neutral soap like Dr. Bronner’s castile soap or Eucalan soap for cellulose (plant) fibers; Orvus Paste soap, Eucalan soap, or Dawn liquid soap, for protein (animal) fibers




Mordants


These pretreat your fiber and create a permanent bond with the dye.

Aluminum acetate

Alum (aluminum potassium sulfate)

Aluminum triformate

Tannin

Ferrous sulfate (iron)

Calcium carbonate (chalk) or wheat bran




Assists


These are used to shift colors or to coax complex shades out of dyes.

Acidic: white vinegar, cream of tartar, lemon juice

Alkaline: soda ash, baking soda, calcium carbonate






Dyestuff


The following is a list of items used in the project section of this book (here). You do not need to collect or buy all these items, but having access to a selection of dye flowers and plants, either dried or fresh, and some extracts in colors you are excited to work with, is plenty and perfect. For more extensive information on dyestuff and colors, reference the color guide on here.



Flowers and Plants


Some of my favorite flowers and plants for dyeing include sulfur cosmos, ‘Rubenza’ (dark pink) garden cosmos, dyer’s coreopsis, marigold, black hollyhock, ‘Black Knight’ pincushion flower, dark roses, blue and purple bachelor’s button, dyer’s chamomile, weld, hibiscus, purple basil, black-eyed Susan, eucalyptus, Queen Anne’s lace, goldenrod, staghorn sumac, indigo, madder root, dandelion, red amaranth, safflower, ‘Hopi Black Dye’ sunflower, greenthread, black walnut, tree cones and acorns, bracken fern, violet and pansy, and dahlia.




Natural Dye Extracts


These can be purchased in large quantities to add to an immersion dye or to sprinkle into bundles to create magical color fields. Extracts can come raw like chips and sticks or ground into fine powders. Some options are logwood, madder root, brazilwood, buckthorn, cutch, marigold, safflower, and Osage orange.




Insects


Red dye is an infamously unstable color. Surprisingly, one of the most stable and edible red dyes in the world comes from the kermes and cochineal insects, and the lac insect delivers a deeper pink-red. Use the insects whole (don’t worry, they look more like poppy seeds than bugs) to create tiny, circular pops of color in a bundle or in powdered form for an immersion dye bath color field in bundles.





Food and Food Scraps


Many colors can be extracted from food scraps, such as red and yellow onion skins or husks, hibiscus tea, black teas and coffee, avocado pits and skins, turmeric, safflower, and annatto seeds. Use to make a dye bath and create shapes in bundles.
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The scale insect cochineal creates a hot pink dye






Natural Fiber


You’ll want to collect a selection of natural fibers; I recommend using white or unbleached fibers for best results. It’s best to select 100 percent natural fiber content like cotton, bamboo, linen, ramie




Fabric Swatches
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Yarns






Garments and Yardage
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Embrace the Beauty of Time
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Designing a Dye Studio





On Safety
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