
Tie-Dye! Modern Variations on World Traditions

Day One: Tying and Dyeing

1.   Get permission   to do something messy with dyes.

2. Select your fabric or garment. It can be white or already a solid color, or 
even patterned. The most important thing is that it should be 100% cotton, 
silk, rayon or linen for the best results. A polyester blend won't take the dye 
as well—unless you want that "ghostly", somewhat grayed-out, pastel effect. 
You don’t have to stick to just T-shirts: blouses from a thrift shop make great
dye projects, and you can dye towels, pillow-cases, cloth napkins and place-
mats, scarves, etc.—even socks!

It’s a good idea to wash your fabric first, but don’t use fabric softener: it can 
keep the dye from taking as well.

3. Tie and/or fold and/or sew “resist” patterns into your fabric. The “resist” is
the places where the dye won’t go. Tie small circles for "stars"; pull up a bit 
of fabric and wrap it tightly for "moons"; accordion-fold edges or lines; or 
just fold or scrunch the whole thing and tie it up to make a rippling effect. 

Use any kind of string or rubber bands to do your tying; twist-ties and even 
duct tape will work, too. Tip: rubber bands are easiest to work with!

Experiment with tying small objects into the fabric, like beans, beads, 
buttons, bottle-caps, paperclips, popsicle sticks, old CDs--anything that 
might make an interesting shape or pattern (and that you can afford to "lose"
to the dye—remember that part about asking permission?). Plastic wrap or 
wax paper wadded up into balls, or just laid flat and folded into the cloth, can
make interesting effects, too.

4. Soak for at least 10 minutes in a sodium carbonate solution: 1 c. soda ash
per gallon of water. Use Arm & Hammer brand washing soda, available in the 
laundry section at most stores (other brands of washing soda include 
detergent, which we don't want at this stage). Be careful not to breathe the 
powder in or get it in your eyes; gloves will keep your skin from drying out.

5. Mix up your dye solution in a well-ventilated place—preferably outdoors, at
an open window, or under the range-hood with the fan turned on (you don’t 
want to get dye in your lungs). Put on a dust-mask and a pair of gloves 
before you start, and follow the instructions on the container. Pour the dye 
into spray bottles or squirt bottles: use a funnel to prevent spills.

Use a permanent, fiber-reactive dye like Rainbow Rock or Procion (RIT brand 
will fade). You can get good dye locally from a craft store like Michael’s or 
Hobby Lobby or the craft section at Wal-Mart, or from Yarns Unlimited in 
Fountain Square Mall. A good online source is www.dharmatrading.com.
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6. Dye it! Take your creation out of the sodium carbonate soak, and put it in 
a dish tub or a stainless steel or other non-staining sink. If you’re working at 
a sink, move everything else out of the sink and away from the edge 
(remember about asking permission?). Put on gloves, pick your color(s), and 
spray or squirt dye onto the fabric, holding the bottle inside the tub or the 
sink. You can spray one color all over the fabric, or blend different colors. 

Be sure to wear clothes you won't mind getting spattered with dye, and wear
gloves to protect your hands. Use nitrile gloves if you are allergic to latex.

7. Let it sit. Put your creation in a zip-loc bag, seal it up and let the dye set—
at least 2 hours, preferably 8-12 hours (i.e., overnight) for the deepest dye 
results. Be sure to clean up when you're done dyeing!

Day Two: Untying

1.   Get permission   to do something messy with dyes.

2. Get ready to rinse. Put on some gloves, and take the zip-loc with your 
creation in it to a non-staining sink or outside to a garden hose (take a bottle
of dish-soap with you if you go outside). If you’re working at a sink, move 
everything else out of the sink and away from the edge (remember that part 
about asking permission?).

3. Start rinsing. Open the bag, squirt in some dish soap, and run cool water 
gently into the bag. Hold the bag shut at the top and shake it gently to 
agitate the cloth inside, getting out excess dye.

4. Start untying. Empty the bag, take your creation out, squirt some more 
dish soap on it and start untying it, running water over the places you are 
untying to keep dye from soaking into the tied parts ("the resist"). If you're 
at the kitchen sink or a bathtub, it can help to warm up the water a bit as 
you untie. Run the water at medium pressure to reduce splattering.

5. Wash your creation in warm or hot water. If you can, use a special soap 
called Synthrapol, which will keep the dye from washing off onto other 
clothes. You can get Synthrapol locally from Yarns Unlimited in Fountain 
Square Mall, or order it from www.dharmatrading.com. If you don't have 
Synthrapol, hand-wash your creation with something like Woolite, and be 
careful what you put into the laundry with it the first few times after that!

6. If you want to add another layer of pattern and color, repeat the whole 
process. When you’re done: clean up! Any dye that gets onto kitchen 
counters will eventually come out--but try not to splatter while you work.

You can get great dye supplies, instructions and tips online at 
www.dharmatrading.com. In Bloomington you can go to Yarns Unlimited in 
Fountain Square Mall for dyeing supplies and advice.
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