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TEXTILES

A look at the history of the indigo dye and how it is
being revived globally in its natural form.
TEXT RISHIKA PARDIKAR

T

he blue-ness of indigo is surprisingly the product of the green leaves
of plant species such as woad and knotweed found in temperate
climates and Indigofera in tropical climates. The name indigo, which
comes from the Greek indikon meaning ‘a substance from India’, reflects
India’s long history of global trade in the blue gold. Originally transported
along the Silk Route, the concentrated dried pigment of Indian indigo was
a luxury commodity used in the West for painting and medicine, while the
local European woad was used for wool dyeing. The scenario changed when
maritime trade to India and the East Indies opened up, following the discovery
of the sea route to India by Vasco da Gama at the end of the 15th century.
From 1600, the East India Company traded in commodities exotic to Europe
and Britain, including indigo and cotton fabrics from India.
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“Indigo was grown and used for millennia in the Indian
subcontinent,” says Jenny Balfour-Paul, historian and
indigo expert. “But, in the 19th century, Bengali labour was
exploited by European – mostly British – planters to control
and produce most of the world’s supply.”
Noting the scale of exports of indigo from Bengal in her
book titled Indigo: Egyptian Mummies to Blue Jeans, Jenny
writes “…the Company’s Asian indigo imports into London
jumped from 25,000 pounds in 1782 (when most indigo
came from America and the West Indies) to 4,368,000
pounds in 1795, the bulk of it from Bengal… Average
exports from Bengal in the peak years [1830s and 40s],
when three or four million people were employed in its
manufacture, provided four-fifths of total world supplies.”

“In the late 19th and early 20th century, peasant revolts –
notably the ‘Blue Mutiny’ in Bengal in 1859 and, in Bihar,
Gandhi’s Champaran Satyagraha of 1917 – and the discovery
of synthetic indigo in Germany almost destroyed the natural
indigo dye industry,” she adds. The discovery of synthetic
indigo by the German chemist Adolf von Baeyer eventually
led to the establishment of mass production techniques and
marked the decline of India’s export of natural indigo, which
was heavily labour-intensive, thereby making it expensive.
The manufacture and use of natural indigo, however, never
ceased in India. Traditional farmers in Tamil Nadu continued
to produce the dyestuff to meet demand from those dyers
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She elaborates the plight of Bengali labourers, writing
“the system was deeply unpopular with the peasants
as they rarely reaped any benefit from growing indigo,
which reduced their rice cultivation, and they were kept in
permanent debt.”
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who eschewed synthetic indigo.
In recent years, production
has increased – as it has in
other countries – owing to the
sustainability of natural dyes.
In November last year, BalfourPaul visited Kolkata as the main
consultant for ‘Indigo Sutra’,
an event organised by the NGO
Sutra Textile Studies, which
aimed at encouraging natural
indigo revivals in Northern India
and elsewhere, using expertise
and guidance from Indian and
international scholars and
practitioners. The NGO, founded
by its President Amrita Mukerji
in 2002, has also run events
on conservation and batik, in
addition to natural dyes.

And such sentiments have only been
adding to larger questions surrounding
‘fast fashion’ – the industry is the
second most polluting industry in the
world, after fossil fuels. The other
unhealthy trend is the unsustainable
levels of demand for crops like nonorganic cotton. In fact, cotton has
often been referred to as the world’s
most polluting crop considering how its
cultivation occupies only 2.5 per cent of
the total cultivated land but uses 16 per
cent of the world’s pesticides.
The urgency to revert to ‘Indigo blue’
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from natural sources, therefore, is
a refreshing swerve in the fashion
industry and thankfully, many renowned
brands in India have been leading the
charge.
Listing noteworthy trendsetters in
India, Balfour-Paul says, “There is an
increasing interest for naturally-dyed
indigo from companies, and NGOs
such as Colours of Nature at Auroville
that produce 20,000 metres of organic
handloom denim annually, as well as
other products and brands such as
Aranya Naturals in Munnar and AvaniKumaon in Uttarakhand. Smaller fashion
companies, such as Maku Textiles
in Kolkata run by Santanu Das, are
increasing in demand.”
Another Indian brand setting the trend
is Fabindia. Fabindia is committed to
the traditional way of preparing and
dyeing with Indigo.

Clockwise from top
left: Leaves of the
indigo plant; Indigo
being sundried after
boiling; Shibori-tied
fabric being dipped
in a vat of indigo.
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In recent years, many such efforts to
revive the manufacture of the natural
dye have been rigorous, due to the
growing awareness about the toxicity
of synthetic dyes. “Synthetic indigo
derives from petro-chemicals and
often causes pollution, not least in the
production of denim” Balfour-Paul says.
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In the past few years, Fabindia has been
putting together an ‘Indigo Collection’
to preserve and showcase traditional
printing and dyeing techniques in India
such as ajrakh, shibori, tie and dye,
batik and kalamkari and using only natural
indigo to do so. The company even started
a trend on twitter with their campaign and
Twitter hashtag, #NotJustAnyIndigo.
Efforts to revive natural indigo, among other
broader sustainable practices in agriculture,
have also been carried out in many
neighbouring South Asian countries – Living
Blue in Bangladesh is one such example,
inspired by the pioneer Ruby Ghaznavi who
had founded Aranya in 1990.
“There was a demand for organic work in the
northern regions” says Mishael Aziz Ahmad,
manager, Living Blue. “The area is an agrarian
society and there are hardly any other income
generating activities. And so, the Nijera
Cottage and Village Industries was formed
which is the legacy organisation of Living
Blue. And the crop which was identified to be
revived was indigo,” he adds.
“People living in our villages had a way with
recycling and upcycling, centuries before
these became our hashtags. Therefore,
conservation of the environment is engrained
in Living Blue, in its people,” Mishael
says, responding to a question about the
environmental motivations that keep the
organisation going. “We cultivate and
dye with natural indigo – it is a legume, a
nitrogen fixer for the soil. Since northern
Bangladeshi soil is highly fertile, farmers
cultivate crops multiple times a year, and
indigo comes as a buffer to regenerate the
soil with nutrients.”

Outside of Asia too, the demand for natural
indigo sourced from India has been growing
and Maiwa in Canada is an example.
“We seek to foster a direct relationship
between indigo farmers and craftspeople.
We can put artisans and farmers in direct
contact, and because we only place orders
for work done with natural indigo we can
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This page:
Sarees from
Fabindia’s
Indigo
Collection.
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Living Blue works with design houses to
create natural dye collections using ‘shibori’
resist techniques and kantha stitching and
prides itself on being one of the finest
producers of ‘indigofera tinctoria’ – the true
Bengal indigo.
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Above: Batikstyle indigo
shirts being
dried in the sun.
Below: Indigodyed denims.

ensure the natural indigo is used in our orders by talking
to both artisan and farmer,” says Tim McLaughlin, head
of marketing and research at Maiwa. “We train artisans
in the techniques necessary to maintain a healthy
natural indigo vat. Indigo dyeing is a skill equivalent
to complex weaving, block printing or embroidery. It
takes commitment and dedication. Luckily for us India’s
traditional artisans already have such enthusiasm for this
famous dye that the training goes well.”

tuayai/Fotosearch LBRF/Dinodia; CSP_victorO/Fotosearch LBRF/Dinodia

“Maiwa works directly with Indian textile artisans in

Kutch, Rajasthan, Bengal, Madhya
Pradesh, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh,
Telangana, Kashmir and Himachal
Pradesh. We also have our own
production studio in India where
all these handwoven, blockprinted,
hand-embroidered, naturally dyed
textiles come and get sewn into
our lines of clothing and bedding,”
Tim says, adding, “This way we
can have complete control to
work authentically and slowly
ensuring that both traditions and
techniques are honoured.”
Balfour-Paul sees hope for the
future, “In the 1980s, when I
began my indigo studies in the
Arab world, very few people were
interested either in researching
or promoting the use of natural
dyes, and above all indigo, the
‘king’ of them all. It is encouraging
to see such a change today.
More and more companies and
individuals are returning to natural
indigo as realisation increases
about the toxicity of synthetic
dyes, and about the disaster to
the environment of profligate
unsustainable fast fashion.” 
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