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Preface: A Botanical Life


My connection to nature took root in childhood. Growing up in the lush green mountains of Vermont and along the sandy beaches of Cape Cod, I have always been enchanted by the tiniest wonders of the natural world. Evergreen forests, soft winding paths blanketed with pine needles and the heady scent of pitch, snowy white mountains, sugar-sand beaches, and deep blue Atlantic waters.

Nature was my playground, bursting with vegetation and color, inspiring awe. My mother tended to a vegetable and flower garden, showing me what an interdependent relationship with nature can look like. In addition to being a painter, she was always sewing: holiday dresses, patchwork quilts, matching quilted jackets for me and my sister and our dolls. My deep connection to textiles was ignited early, as was a preference for customized clothing. My first experiments were in high school, when I altered vintage pieces sourced from thrift shops and vintage boutiques because the fashion trends that reached our local department stores didn’t suit me at all. Picking apart the seams to enhance the fit was an excellent method in understanding how clothing is pieced together, a puzzle far more complex and compelling than you may think.

This perspective led me to pursue an art degree specializing in fashion, silversmithing, and textiles, with nature as the driving force behind my creations.

[image: Decorative image]
Until we can comprehend the beguiling beauty of a single flower, we are woefully unable to grasp the meaning and potential of life itself.

–VIRGINIA WOOLF

I first encountered the fascinating history of botanical dyeing on a trip to Oaxaca in 1999. In this vibrant region, 16 Indigenous groups, each with their distinct culture and dialect, share a storied history of arts, natural dyes, and weaving. The Zapotec-style textiles captivated me as I wandered the zócalo, where local artisans proudly exhibited their craftsmanship. Each intricate rug and shawl, adorned with distinctive diamond and geometric patterns, told a story of cultural heritage. The weavers employed backstrap looms–one of humanity’s oldest weaving methods dating back to the Aztecs–infusing each piece with a sense of tradition and artistry. While many contemporary Oaxacan weavers had turned to synthetic dyes for their affordability and ease of use, the gorgeous hues and rich narratives of the natural dyes of the region were impossible to overlook. That experience left a lasting impression on my 18-year-old mind, but it wasn’t until years later that I began integrating botanical dyes into my own creative processes, reigniting the passion I felt in Oaxaca.
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When I moved to New York City in 2006, I was cast in the third season of Bravo TV’s Project Runway. Although this experience opened doors in the fashion industry, I quickly realized I didn’t fit into the cutthroat, unsustainable, fast-paced world around me. In response, I chose to forge my own path, designing independently with a focus on creating editions of clothing made from vintage and run-off fabrics. A sense of incompleteness lingered, however–I wanted my creations to tell a story. I yearned to craft my own prints and color palettes, deepening my connection to each garment. This desire aligned with my growing awareness of the detrimental impact of fast fashion on the environment and the workers whose labor fuels it, prompting me to seek a more sustainable and meaningful approach to my craft.
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I began experimenting with alternative methods for dyeing textiles by looking to the past, where ancient natural dye practices relied solely on botanicals to create color. I started with shibori, a celebrated Japanese technique that allows for intricate patterns on fabric through folding, clamping, or stitching, creating resist patterns that leave those areas untouched when submerged in dye, like tie-dyeing.

While pregnant with my daughter, I discovered a world of beauty that would change my perspective on textiles forever. In the pages of Eco Colour: Botanical Dyes for Beautiful Textiles by India Flint, I encountered stunning pieces imprinted with eucalyptus leaves. The natural elegance of these fabrics captivated me and inspired a passion for the art of printing with plants. Although the book lacked precise recipes, the emotionally stunning visuals increased my eagerness to further explore the art of imbuing fabric with botanicals. The term eco-printing was introduced in the book to describe this intricate process. The prefix eco- (not harming the environment) seemed far too broad to describe the artful act of laying, compressing, and steaming plants into fiber.
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In response, I began calling this process botanical contact printing, a more accurate description. At the time, Israeli artist Irit Dulman maintained a blog dedicated to botanical printing, where she openly shared the results of her workshops and experiments. Her insights provided invaluable guidance to many, helping them push forward in a medium that had little published information available. I set out to use plants that could be found locally in my biomes, or local habitats, of Brooklyn and Cape Cod. My first experiment was a silk slip printed with foraged tulips, violets, and dried roses, and the results were unlike anything I’d seen before. The highly anticipated moment of unwrapping the bundle led me to insights into how we interact with plants and the emotions they cultivate in us.

That experiment changed everything.

I had finally found a comfortable niche working in an art form that existed at the intersection of fashion, textiles, art, and nature. Quietly, I began to build a body of work under the label Flora Obscura, a journey that allowed me to deepen my understanding and refine my craft. What started as a simple exploration of the symbiotic relationship between natural fibers and plants evolved into a profound expression of creativity.

Flora Obscura, derived from the scientific term for plants–flora–and the word obscura, meaning “shadow” or “dark,” encapsulates my mission: to capture the essence or shadow of a plant on textile or paper. Through this work, I aim to celebrate nature’s beauty while fostering a deeper connection to sustainable practices in both art and fashion, creating pieces that resonate with the stories of the natural world. Flora Obscura has provided me with a deep sense of purpose as an artist and has brought many blessings, from exhibitions to collaborations, bespoke commissions to hosting group workshops.

Today fiber artists have access to an expansive array of resources for sourcing botanical dyes, mordants–the metallic salts we use to fix color to fiber–
and undyed natural fibers. Embracing plant-based dyes not only enhances your artistic palette but also deepens your connection to nature. As you work with organic materials, you become more attuned to the delicate shifts of the natural world, revealing a stunning biodiversity of color. Replacing synthetic dyes with natural alternatives will open up a world of inspiration and creativity. It fosters a profound appreciation for the plants around us and emphasizes the importance of protecting and preserving them.

This book serves as a catalyst to ignite your passion for plants, inviting you to not only appreciate the beauty of textiles but to engage with the natural world in a mindful and respectful way.
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When you take a flower in your hand and really look at it, it’s your world for the moment. I want to give that world to someone else. Most people in the city rush around so, they have no time to look at a flower. I want them to see it whether they want to or not.

–GEORGIA O’KEEFFE
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Part 1 The Basics of Botanical Contact Printing
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BUNDLE-DYED FABRIC
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HIBISCUS: PRINTED & FRESH
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THE REVEAL


Botanical contact printing is a delicate dance between chemistry, botany, and art. A seemingly magical process of transformation takes place when these elements interact. Using four key components–moisture, compression, heat, and botanicals–you can transmute the pigment, the spirit, and the essence of plants into fiber.

Adapted from ancient natural-dyeing traditions, this art form invites you to discover the vibrant potential of plant pigments. Through a series of crucial yet straightforward steps, you’ll learn how to harness nature’s colors effectively. While the outcome can be unpredictable, the methods presented in this book serve as a reliable foundation for achieving more consistent results. Embrace the journey, and let these techniques encourage you to explore your own creative path in the world of botanical printing.
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A Brief History of Dyeing with Plants


Evidence of botanical dyeing has been found across many ancient cultural artifacts from around the world. Anthropologists believe that many dye materials were discovered by accident: Perhaps a berry caused a dark plummy stain on skin or clothing, and admiration for the surprising coloration led to further experimentation and application of dyes. It appears that botanical and other natural dyes–pigments derived from plants, barks, roots, berries, fungi, mosses, insects, minerals–were being used to dye textiles as long as five thousand years ago. Ancient madder root was discovered in a belt found at the grave of the Egyptian pharaoh Tutankhamen, dating back to circa 3000 BCE. Some evidence suggests that the practice goes back even further to the New Stone Age or around 10200 BCE. The earliest evidence–artifacts containing a reddish brown dye, possibly derived from iron oxide pigments found in clay–was unearthed in the region of Çtalhöyük in southern Anatolia.

Historically speaking, botanical dyes are divided into two categories: substantive (or direct) dyes, which require no mordant, or “fixer,” to permanently imbue color into fiber, and adjective dyes, which require a mordant to fix color to the fiber. Most botanical dyes are adjective dyes, but there are notable exceptions: Indigo (Indigofera tinctoria) is still used to achieve colors ranging from light Botticelli blue to deep navy, as well as alluring greens when overdyed with yellow or orange-hued botanicals. Other historical substantive dyes include cochineal, a tiny cactus-dwelling insect that is small but mighty, rich in carminic acid and plucked from the prickly pear cactus to be used today as a food and cosmetic dye. Safflower (Carthamus tinctorius), black walnut (Juglans nigra), and some lesser-known fungi also fall into this category.
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Indigo was used to dye the denim of the original Levi’s blue jeans, as it has excellent fastness properties.
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An Overview of the Process


With just a few mordant recipes and techniques, the world of plant printing offers endless possibilities and outcomes. The intriguing variety of the craft has captivated countless enthusiasts over the years. By simply altering the vegetation or the hue of a dye bath, you can unlock a spectrum of unexpected and beautifully varied results. Each experiment invites new creativity, as the inherent qualities







The Printing Process
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	Type of target (e.g., silk charmeuse, hot-pressed watercolor paper)

	Weight of target

	Type of mordant

	Technique used for printing

	Carrier blanket and dye if applicable

	Vegetation used

	Steaming or immersion bundling

	Type of immersion liquid if applicable

	Steaming time










Safety Precautions
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Glossary





Mordant Ingredients











Printing Terminology
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Preparing Your Workspace
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Other Necessary Materials




	Small glass, enamel, plastic, or stainless steel bowls for diluting mordants and dyes

	Whisk for preparing mordants

	Mask (N95 or similar) for measuring mordant powders

	Scissors for cutting flowers and leaves

	Precision scale that measures in grams

	Measuring cups and spoons

	Heat-resistant tongs

	Nonstick compression bandage or store-bought T-shirt yarn (stretchy, flat yarn made from recycled textiles) to wrap bundles

	Heat-resistant, waterproof gloves that come at least halfway up your arms

	Reusable painter’s plastic for bundling

	Clothesline and clothespins, or drying rack

	Timer for steaming bundles (one loud enough that you cannot ignore it!)

	Paintbrush roller for compressing and smoothing out plant material in a design

	Liquid Scour, Synthrapol, and Orvus Paste Soap are products particularly suited for use with dyed fabric. The first two are used for scouring and to increase the bond of natural dyes to cellulose fibers, deepening the color. Orvus Paste Soap is a gentle, pH-neutral detergent that dissolves easily to create an effective solution for washing delicate fabrics. It restores luster and conditions wools and silks.
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