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NATURAL DYE



I had the opportunity last February to travel to Nica-
ragua on a retreat with Souljourn Yoga, a non- profit 
committed to raising awareness and funds for girls 
education in developing countries through work-

shops, retreats, and partnerships, both local and inter-
national. We visited the village of Salinas Grande, the 
city of Granada, and explored the town of Esteli. As 
a group, we immersed ourselves in the culture as we 
bonded with the locals in each community, practiced 
yoga with them, and visited some of their homes. 

In Esteli we enjoyed a meal with a local family at their 
home and toured their garden and in that moment, I 
realized the abundance of natural materials growing lo-
cally that could be used to create natural dye. We part-
nered with UPNicaragua, a nonprofit social enterprise 
focused on the empowerment of young girls through 
education and mentorship opportunities. The girls are 
talented and have leadership potential but lack access 
to resources, opportunities, and a strong community.

UPNicaragua also runs a store in their garden café 
that sells products made by the girls and a group of 
local artisans working with the non-profit. They cur-
rently generate 75% of their financial needs through 
their handmade products and I intend to contribute 
to that success through the addition of naturally 
dyed products to their assortment. By partnering 
with UPNicaragua and using their natural resources 
to make dye, I will lead a natural dye workshop with 
the girls and artisans that will educate them about 
the art of natural dye, inspire them with self-expres-
sion through the arts, and empower them with the 
skills needed to continue making and selling their 
own naturally dyed goods. 

INTRODUCTION



 Prior to the 1850’s, natural dyes were commonly used to color hair and body 
parts, typically derived from plants, animals, insects, minerals, and food waste. In 1856, 
William Henry Perkin discovered the first synthetic dye, a violet color that was derived 
from his experimentations with coal tar in an attempt to find a cure for malaria. With 
the discovery of synthetic dyes, natural dyes became less desirable. Synthetic dyes were 
easily accessible, have excellent color fastness, and offer a large range of vibrant hues. 
Additionally, the Industrial Revolution led to continued growth of the textile industry, 
which increased the demand for dyes that were cost-effective, readily accessible and 
user friendly. However, the negative and harmful effects of these dyes became apparent 
throughout the years as well, shedding light on the importance of naturally derived dyes. 

 A revival of interest and research with natural dyes has occurred in recent years 
due to environmental concerns and eco-protection. By utilizing the process of natural 
dye, we can implement a closed loop system as the byproduct from natural dye can be 
returned to agriculture for composting or future production. In addition to the environ-
mental and health benefits of using natural dyes, there are many functional elements 
as well. Many of the plants used to make natural dye have medicinal properties that are 
inherently antimicrobial. Additionally, some natural dyes offer UV protection, deodorizing 
performance, as well as moth resistant and insect repellent properties. Historically, natu-
ral materials were used to make natural paint pigments as well as natural food colorants. 
Hopefully with continued improvements to our supply chain regarding sustainability, 
these natural products will continue to gain exposure along with the growth of natural 
dyes. 

The textile and apparel industry is notorious for its leading contributions to waste and 
pollution in the environment as well as poor treatment of workers, amongst other ethical 
problems. Although these claims are often true, there are many steps we can take to 
improve the textile and apparel industry environmentally and ethically. As consumers, 
we can be curious about where our products come from, who made them, and how they 
were produced. By utilizing natural dyes, we can reduce chemical output, engage in crea-
tive expression, and produce beautiful pieces that foster a sense of pride.

HISTORY 
OF NATURAL DYE
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AVOCADO 
PITS

AVOCADO 
PEELS

ACHIOTE
RED ONION 

SKINS
YELLOW 

ONION SKINS
HIBISCUS 

PETALS
SPINACH
BERRIES
COFFEE

GROUNDS
TEA LEAVES
AMARANTH

BLACK BEANS
PITAYA PEELS

SOY MILK
VINEGAR

SALT
ALUM

COTTON
WOOL

SILK

NATURAL MATERIALS:



SUPPLIES
AND TOOLS
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The following supplies and tools are necessary to yield the best 
results with natural dye. Before dyeing, you will need to collect 
the natural materials to make dye and obtain fiber to be dyed, 
mordant of choice, and designated tools for dyeing. 



S U PPL I E S 
METAL POTS

METAL TONGS

MEASURING SPOONS

STRAINER

BURNERS

WATER

MORDANT 

DYE MATERIALS

FIBER TO DYE

RUBBERBANDS

CARDBOARD



Mordanting is the process of 
using a fixative to help the 
dye stuff adhere to the fib-
ers. Many mordants used in 

the industry are toxic however, there are 
several natural options to consider. Alu-
minmum acitate is a mineral used most 
frequently for cellulose (plant) fibers and 
aluminum sulfate can be used for protein 
fibers such as wool and silk. Other mor-
dants to consider are salt for fruit dyes, 
vinegar for plant dyes, and soy milk can be 
used as a fixative as well. 

To begin the mordant process, you will 
need to fill your pot with enough water to 
cover the fiber, and dissolve the mordant 
into the water over medium heat. For alum 
acitate use 4 T per pound of fiber, for alum 
sulfate use 4 T per pound of fiber, for salt 
use 1/2 cup salt for 8 cups of water, for 
vinegar use one part vinegar and 4 parts 
water, and for soy milk you will want to 
use 4 cups of soy milk to 8 cups of water. 
Wet the fiber, and add it to the pot of wa-
ter with dissolved mordant. Soak the fiber 
in this fixative over medium heat for one 
hour before rinsing the fiber, and you are 
now ready to dye. 

METHOD FOR
MORDANTING
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01. Use rubberbands to tie off sections of 
fiber, in which the bound areas will resist the 

dye and remain white. 

02. Accordion fold the fiber vertically, hori-
zontally, or on a diagonal and then bind sec-

tions with rubberbands to create stripes.

03.Accordion fold the fiber and sandwich 
between two pieces of cardboard to make a 

geometric pattern. 

There are countless ways one can bind, stitch, 
fold, twist, or resist cloth for the

 creation of patterns in the dye process. 
Multiple techniques can be used 

simultaneously to create unique results and 
one of a kind naturally dyed pieces. 

FOLDING + BINDING
RESIST TECHNIQUES TO CREATE PATTERNS
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METHOD FOR 
MAKING DYE
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To make the dye, you will need to 
collect and prepare the materials 
for dyeing. For avocado pits and 
peels you will need to clean well 

and let them dry out before use, for onion 
skins you need to collect only the outer 
skin layer, for plant and fruit matter you 
will need to chop up the material before 
dyeing. The amount of dye matter used 
will differ per dye but in general, the more 
dye stuff used per dye vat will create a 
darker hue of color.  

Now that the dye matter is prepared, you 
will fill a pot of water with enough to cov-
er your mordanted fiber, and add your dye 
material that has been bound with re-
sist techniques to the pot over heat. Add 
the mordanted fiber to the pot, bring to 
a gradual boil and then let simmer for at 
least an hour. The longer the fiber sits in 
the dye vat, the darker your color will be-
come. After at least an hour of soaking, 
you can turn off the heat and for the rich-
est color, you can leave the material in the 
dye vat to soak overnight. For a pale color, 
you can leave the mordanted fiber in the 
dye vat for a shorter period of time, a few 
minutes to an hour may be enough. 

After the fiber has soaked and you are 
happy with your color, rinse the pieces in 
cold water and untie your binding and re-
sists. Let the pieces air dry and then hand 
wash in cold water. There are an infinite 
number of possible outcomes when work-
ing with natural dyes and you may never 
get the same result twice, which is a part 
of the art. Depending on the amount of 
dye stuff used, type of fiber used, ways in 
which your fiber is bound, and length of 
time the fiber is left in the dye vat are a 
few of the variables that may affect your 
natural dye results. Experiment, and have 
fun! 



These images represent various stages of the natural dye process from the initial 
immersion of the fabric into the dye vat, the pieces once dyed waiting to be rinsed, 

the wet fiber once untied, and the final dry product. 



These images represent options for resist techniques including folding, binding, 
and cardbard resist. Sections of fabric illustrated in these images have been 

bound by rubberbands and cardboard to create different patterns. 





This visual guide is intended to educate, inspire, and 
empower individuals as they experiment with the 

art of natural dye. It offers a framework for supplies, 
methods, and instructions for making naturally dyed 

textiles with regional Nicaraguan materials. 

MAKING + MOVING
NATURAL DYE
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