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To love indigo is no innocent thing. This course, while focused on technical aspects of working with indigo dye, 
also takes into account the complexities inherent to historical and contemporary infatuation with the dye, 
specifically within its American trajectory from colonial plantation crop to current fetishization in popular 
culture. The students will be asked to approach their work with the dye from a critical standpoint, thinking not 
only about its alchemical and transformative mysteries, but also as a social-political substance, rich in semiotic 
potential. This class will depart from culturally specific approaches to surface design with indigo, such as batik 
and shibori, and instead utilize indigo through experimental, performative, and conceptually-driven means and 
materials.  
 
This class aims to give you the technical skills to mix and maintain synthetic and natural indigo vats using two 
specific recipes - a pre-reduced vat and a ferrous sulfate vat. The class will work together at maintaining and 
troubleshooting these vats over the course of the week. You will also have the option of mixing individual, 
smaller vats if your projects require it. I have designed the curriculum to familiarize you with indigo’s physical 
properties as well as some of its social, allegorical, and historic associations. We will approach our work with the 
dye vats from these standpoints and with a spirit of play, exploration and experimentation. Each day of the class 
is organized around an open-ended theme, prompting you to work quickly, intuitively, and responsively. 
Rather than producing any final project(s), this week is aimed at encouraging a way of working that grows from 
and responds to the physical and metaphorical properties of indigo dye within a laboratory-like setting of 
spontaneous and experiential material research.  
 

Course Schedule: 
 
Class begins on Sunday, August 11th at 8:00pm, and continues Monday, August 12th - Friday, August 16th, 
10:00am - 5:00pm. We will break for lunch every day at 1:00pm. 
Studios are open 24 hours a day. 
 
SUNDAY: 
8pm: 

- Brief introductions   
- Brief introductory lecture/discussion about indigo in the US, giving examples of artists’ work, historical 

archives, popular culture references, etc.  



MONDAY (Transformation): 
morning: 

- Mix both ferrous sulfate and synthetic vats
- Demo use of indigo and discuss its physical properties - its relationship to oxygen, natural vs synthetic

materials, staining vs dyeing, etc.
- How to achieve different surface design effects by manipulating materials (as time permits)
- discuss/demo using alternative/experimental materials (as time permits)

Afternoon: 
- Complete any carry-over from morning’s demos and discussions
- Experimentation and note-taking
- Share findings and experiences briefly as a group

TUESDAY (Marked by Indigo): 
Think about indigo as a mark-making tool that stains, rubs, and colors. Consider the ways indigo has marked 
the bodies, lived experiences, landscapes of the places it has been used. Or, consider how indigo can be used as a 
mark-maker to speak about contemporary culture and embodiment.  

WEDNESDAY (The Vat As Cauldron): 
Use the indigo vat as an active site for alchemy, transformation, mysterious occurrences. Performance, video, 
object-making, site-specific interventions are all means to consider. 

THURSDAY (A Blue Mood): 
Choose an aspect of “blueness” and make something(s) with indigo that speaks to this feeling. 

FRIDAY: 
Morning: 

- Free time to continue playing and experimenting, or completing a project you began earlier in the week
Afternoon: 

- Invite your friends to dye something in indigo!
- Clean up

Indigo Recipes: 
(to be added at a later date) 

MATERIALS TO GATHER ON CAMPUS OR BRING ALONG:
- experimental materials to dye (food, natural materials from around campus, clay, wood, used 
clothing,
ritual objects, printed matter, paper, other found objects)
- Used denim
- Any other cloth the students might wish to use for projects beyond the allotted cotton cloth
- cotton T-shirt rags
- yarns
- Papers (mulberry, office paper, newspaper…)


