
 

 

 

 

Image 1              Image 2                   Image 3 

As a 3rd year Textile Design student at Duncan of Jordanstone College of Art and Design, I 
have been experimenting as much as possible with different techniques this year. A recent 
project brief focussed on colour, and put sustainability at the centre of the design process. 
As I have always loved being outside I began by collecting natural material from my local 
area as inspiration. My project quickly developed as I started to use the colours from nature 
in my sketchbook. I began researching natural dyes and this is what really led my project 
forward. As the project was only six weeks long and I had never used natural dyes before, I 
chose to focus on two plant dyes that were abundant in my area- Blackberry and 
Eucalyptus. Knitting is my speciality, and I absolutely love using wool, mohair and other 
natural fibres. However I have often felt frustrated that I am using a natural yarn dyed with 
man made colours, which are sometimes damaging to the environment. It was so exciting to 
go out looking for natural colours to create my designs! 

At the beginning of December, Fioen Van Balgooi visited Dundee to deliver a lecture entitled 
Design for Disassembly. Fioen is the director of a consultancy business called Refinity in the 
Netherlands, which works to help design companies to work innovatively towards a 
sustainable design process and the circular economy.   

The Design for Disassembly lecture began with Fioen introducing the methodology of Cradle 
to Cradle.  Cradle to Cradle is a unique approach to design and science, created by architect 
William McDonough and chemist Dr Michael Braungart. Put simply, this approach is a 
framework that can be applied to many aspects of human civilisation, inspired by the way 
nature does not produce waste, but rather enriches its own ecosystem with a balanced 
efficiency. Fioen went on to say that to design sustainably means to value the world around 
you: if there is waste created then it is the design that is flawed.  

One of the points in Fioen’s lecture was especially interesting, “as designers we often want 
to make designs that last forever”. I had not previously considered the way I design in this 
way before. Of course every designer wants to make something beautiful that will be 
enjoyed forever. The many hours spent designing, developing, planning and making mean 
you are very attached to your product. You become so invested that you would not want to 
think about the end of your product’s life, let alone the dismantling and recycling of all your 
hard work. However from a sustainable point of view, thinking about how your product will 
be recycled is a must. Recycling should become a natural part of a designer’s process to be 
most successful.  

Fioen takes sustainable design and companies being responsible for their product further. 
She talked about removable design and fabrics that can be re-dyed. If we think of design as 



temporary there become many more possibilities to reuse products. For instance, if you 
have removable designs, a product can have a much longer lifespan. T-shirts with a logo can 
be changed as needed. I was particularly excited about the possibilities for interiors. Imagine 
if you could change the colour of your curtains and pillows every time you redecorate, 
without having to buy new ones!  

Encouraging designers to think about the components that make up the design, Fioen asks 
us to think about how our product might come to an end. For example, if you look at 
clothing and fabric labels, the vast majority are made of more than one fibre. 30% cotton 
60% polyester 10% elastane- once all these fibres are mixed it becomes much more difficult 
to recycle. Separating fibres for reuse is very hard and often in order to be recycled the 
fabric is shredded. The tiny shredded pieces of fibre are then made into new yarn. This 
process is not a sustainable way to recycle; it can only be repeated a few times before the 
fibres are too small to make a new yarn. 

Before Fioen’s lecture she took the time to visit our Textiles department, and my class was 
lucky enough to have her take a look around our studio. Fioen has a wealth of experience in 
working with eucalyptus dyes; I talked her through my work and we discussed techniques. 
One of the discoveries Fioen had made is that fresh eucalyptus leaves and dried leaves 
create different colours. She has also experimented with adding iron and copper to the 
Eucalyptus dye bath; this changes the colour from orange or brown to a grey or blue tones. 
With natural dyes the smallest change to the plant or addition to the recipe can make a 
totally different colour or effect. For example, during my project I collected blackberries 
from two locations and using the same recipe I got two different shades. This 
unpredictability fascinates me, as you don’t know what result you will get when you try 
something new. This drives me to experiment and discover things that I wouldn’t have 
otherwise. I am really excited to continue learning about natural dyes and it was very 
inspiring hearing how Fioen uses Eucalyptus. 

As a designer at the start of my career, this lecture was really 
useful for me as it explained why we should design for 
sustainability. I knew I wanted to create sustainable designs 
without waste, but not knowing the practical reasons takes 
away from the importance of it. Designers have responsibility 
not only for the environment but a social responsibility to 
create ethical designs. It is so important to know your design 
and how it is made. I am looking forward to finding better 
ways to be sustainable in my own work and finding new 
colours! 
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Image 1: Knitted dye sample., white lambswool dyed with eucalyptus leaves. 
Image 2: Crocheted pod kitchen accessory, wool dyed with blackberries. 
Image 3: Detail of lambswool and cotton sample. 
Image 4: Knitted dye sample., gray lambswool and white cotton dyed with eucalyptus leaves. 
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