A JOURNEY OF COLOUR, EARTH TREASURES: Natural dyeing using Australian flora and minerals on natural fibre

Trudi Pollard, Textile Artist

Abstract: The purpose of this paper is to present how colour, derived from Western Australian plants and minerals on natural fibres, has led me on an on-going journey to create a body of art-work through the process of natural dyeing. I have explored and documented over 280 colours and compiled a database of colour obtained from the Australian landscape.  My intention has been to meld the experience of colour into my work using ‘roads’ and ‘maps’ as metaphors for the Journey of Colour around the Australian landscape.  Working directly with plants and minerals, I have created a primordial portfolio of contemporary artworks that highlight natural hues through dyeing and shibori techniques. The resultant works convey a combination of mystery and balance; a sense of harmony and power.  I have been working, studying, lecturing, teaching (and living…) in the areas of fibre arts and ceramics for 40 years. I hold a Visual Arts degree from Curtin University, graduating in 1986. I live in a beautiful bush land setting in Bedfordale, Western Australia, which overlooks the waters of the Wungong Dam.
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Earth Treasures Project:

My journey with colour has continued and my living environment - which is a beautiful and tranquil property on the highest point of the Darling Ranges in Western Australia - now influences and interacts with my art.  I began the Earth Treasures project in 2004 and it continues to evolve.  Earth Treasures is an ongoing documentation of the many diverse colours that the Western Australian environment provides; it acts in conjunction with my contemporary body of work that focuses on the theme of maps and roads. 

The Catalogue of Natural Colour:

It only seemed natural to document the colours I was achieving, and have produced 280 colours to date.  I have a passion for using natural fibres and use silk, cotton and wool for all of my experimentation.  The colour produced is different for each of these natural fibres, given the same dyeing conditions, which are mainly due to the different ways that the texture of the fibre works with colour to create different hues.  The dyeing process has several variants and the cataloguing process can become quite involved, depending on the choice of variables.  The main variables in the natural dyeing process are fabric, water quality, mordent (fixative) and boiling time.  All of these factors can vastly affect the colour produced on fabric.  An example of this is when protein fibres are dyed with the eucalyptus ceneria plant which turns peach after about 30 minutes of boiling, and then brick red after another 30 minutes of boiling.  I also only use rain water with ph level of approximately 7 and this can vary the effects of colour considerably from other ph levels of water, depending where it is derived from. 

The Natural Dyeing Process

Step One: collecting the dye material. My focus has been on Australian plants and minerals. The main issue to consider here is that certain plants are protected in Australia and may require a permit to collect.

Step Two: preparing the fabric. Shibori is the method I use to prepare cloth for the natural dyeing process.  Shibori is a Japanese term for several methods of dyeing fabric to produce a pattern by binding, stitching, folding, twisting or compressing, and each produces very different patterns. Each method is used to achieve a certain result, and the various methods are also used to work in harmony with the type of cloth used. Shibori is a study unto itself and will not be covered in detail in this paper but is a worthwhile investigation.                                                                        Step Three: the mordent (if required).  The choice of mordant for a particular plant is dependant upon the plant with which it will be used. Natural dyes generally require a mordant but in my particular method of natural dyeing I rarely use a mordent but, if required, I only use alum or natural mordents from plants. Eucalyptus and lichens, for example, contain their own mordents.  

Step Four: the heating process.  The heating process depends on the plant and fibre used. Steeping, maturing, soaking and oxidation processes are also very important processes.                                                                                                                                                                         Step Five: drying the fabric.  Once the heating process is complete the cloth is removed from the pot and, depending on the nature of the fibre, can be dried or be treated with care as for delicate silk or wool.  The shibori method requires  that the fabric be undone before the drying process whilst others are left to dry over a longer period of time and then undone. This is the stage where you discover the amazing colour with the shibori pattern.

The Art Work: Maps and Roads

I utilise maps and roads in my contemporary art work as a metaphor for the rich colours of the Australian landscape. The colour-mapping of a journey from one point to another provides me with an exquisite basis for my work. Every road has its own distinctive blend of colour, pattern and spirit. The ‘Dingo Flat Road’ in the Margaret River series is a true reflection of the wineries and their intoxicating colours of burgundy and sandalwood.  The rugged, fiery reds and ochre found along the roads from Tom Price in the Pilbara are distinguished by their beauty and provide to me a sense of natural and primal intrigue. At times such as this, my mind moves beyond the mere beauty and dwells in deeper realms where colour exists in it’s natural state.  

With a background in Ceramics and my specialty being glaze technology, I am fascinated by the geological manifestation of the earth’s colours. Of particular interest are the subtle variations adjacent to areas that are modulated by the effects of the environment alone.  The combination of natural dyeing, geological make-up, the area’s history and the underpinning anthropological story behind this rich visual tapestry provides me with never-ending fascination. The more I explore, the more I seem to want to explore. I marvel at the palette this area provokes each time I travel and I am constantly reminded how glorious the journey that presents itself is.  Through my work I hope that others will experience the earth’s profound and proud essence.

My ongoing colour Journey 

There is a global, burgeoning interest in the use of natural fabrics, natural dyes and natural dye techniques.  The prospect of developing my work within the current context of environmental social awareness, with it’s associated focus on naturally created materials, is very exciting to me.  

I recently attended the 7th International Shibori Symposium in 2008 in France, which had, as it’s focus, natural dyes. Not surprisingly, I enthusiastically joined in on the ensuing sprited international dialogue about natural dyes and shibori. I was afforded the opportunity to interact with the established Masters in this field, and  was able to exhibit in the ‘Australia Naturally Exhibition’, which showcased Australian textile and fibre artists. Additionally, I presented my 18 minute film (professionally produced) called ‘Earth Treasures’ at the Paris American Academy of Arts and the Musee de Quay Branley in Paris. This film is shot on location and documents how I live and work within my environment.
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