DYEING WITH INDIGO AS A PIGMENT

by John Marshall

Many artists have had the opportunity to experience the joys of dyeing with indigo. Very few techniques or dyes can rival the depth and character achieved through repeated dunkings into a vat of this ancient color source. But, have you ever considered painting it on?


A healthy vat will have a collection of rich purple-blue bubbles and film across the surface. These oxidized bubbles are known as aibana (藍花) or indigo blossoms. Gently remove the aibana from the surface of the vat and allow to dry in a shallow glass dish. This is one of the purest forms of indigo available and will be used as a pigment in the following steps.


Prepare a mixture of soy milk by soaking 1/4 cup dry soybeans in two cups tap water for three hours at room temperature. Beans will swell. Drain off soak water and rinse beans under running tap. Drop beans into blender and fill 3/4 full with water. Set blender for liquefy, run for 2-3 minutes. Strain mixture through moistened handkerchief placed over bowl. Pulling up sides of handkerchief, gently squeezing out liquid.


The consistency of the soy milk should be comparable to 2% low fat cow’s milk, water may be added to thin if necessary. Add the soy milk to the dry indigo a little at a time, first making a paste (if the indigo doesn't want to dissolve at first, add a few drops of rubbing alcohol) and then gradually thinning to watercolor consistency.


You are ready to paint directly onto your fabric as you would any other direct application dye. You may cover sweeping backgrounds in a medley of indigo moods or apply minute details to an intricate pattern. This method also works well for touching up "boo-boos" in vat-dyed work.


The soy milk acts as a binder, holding the indigo to the fiber. Allow the painted soy/indigo to dry completely before handling. The strength of the bond increases with time as the soy milk cures. The soymilk liquid doesn't keep beyond a day, so only prepare as much as you intend to use in one session.


I prefer this traditional Japanese method to vat dyeing and have been employing it successfully for over thirty years. I hope you'll enjoy it too!
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