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Reconnect to Nature: An investigation into sustainable printed
textile processes and how creators embody Biophilic Design
principles to stimulate wellbeing within a space.

Introduction

This paper will discuss a contextual response and critical inquiry to support the
outcomes of Extended Practice module, examining how designers develop
sustainable textile design processes to encourage reconnection to nature and
stimulate wellbeing. The exhibition EXTEND showing at Kirkleatham Museum from
January 2024 — June 2024 will visually display the result of this papers critical
inquiry, showing sustainable development of printed fabrics through photography

and painting, investigating colour, texture, and pattern design.

Examining contexts in relation to chosen theme ‘Reconnect’, this paper will discuss
Biophilic Design principles in relation to sustainable design processes and well-being
within a ‘space’. This contextual research as well as reflective enquiry towards a
finalised exhibition of work will explore the chosen studio ‘Spaces and Expanded

Practice’ and how the individual feels wellness created by the ‘space’ they are within.

This paper will debate how textile design principles are able to stimulate well-being
through process-led research such as natural dyeing, bundle dyeing and painting
from nature with natural inks. Leading to the enquiry of how these processes can
drive sustainable practice in the textile industry and how designers can push
sustainable practices to encourage ‘reconnection’ to nature. Critical enquiry of
design processes examined by contemporary designers/artists and brands as well
encourage process led research within this paper to respond to the viewers

connectedness with nature and well-being.
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Discussion

It is important to recognise how Biophilic Design principles can stimulate well-being
in relation to contemporary design. Psychoanalyst Erich Fromm (1973 p.406)
described biophilia as ‘the passionate love for life and all that is alive’ which has
been translated into key design principles designers explore to provide well-being
and connection to nature within a ‘space’. The individual within the space will directly
and indirectly experience a connection to nature, whether this be physical nature,
smells, lighting or natural colour or images of nature, natural looking objects,
naturalistic lighting, shapes or forms or biomimicry. The individual will begin to feel
mental and physical attributes of well-being consciously and subconsciously through
these biophilic experiences, allowing designers to identify and push key principles

and benefits within their practice.

Kellert (2015 p.6) defines these key principles as ‘framework for the satisfying
experience of nature in the/environment’. This framework of key biophilic design
principles require what Kellert (2015 p.6-7) argues to be: ‘Repeated and sustained
engagement with nature, human adaptations to the natural world that over evolution
have advanced people’s health, fithess and wellbeing, encouraging an emotional
attachment to particular settings and places, promotes positive interactions between
people and nature that encourage an expanded sense of relationship and
responsibility for the human and natural communities and encouraging mutual

reinforcing, interconnected and integrated architectural solutions.’

These principles shape the foundation of well-being stimulated by Biophilic Design
experiences and will allow for contemporary designers to encourage these principles
within their practice. To do this, designers have responded to their design practices
through creating indirect ‘experiences’ of nature such as natural colour, naturalistic
shapes and forms, natural geometrics, and biomimicry. Nisbet (2009 p.41) states

these Biophilic Design experiences encourage ‘An appreciation for and
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understanding of our interconnectedness with all other living things on earth’ from
the individual.

Regardless of the specialism, contemporary designers have developed their practice
to lead to two main aims: well-being and sustainability. It is important to recognise
both design aims in contemporary practices. Examining the case studies of various
contemporary designers inspired by Biophilic Design experiences such Oliver Heath
and Sam Falls, all designers who have inspired process of this final exhibition of

work.

Figure 1: Oliver Heath Design ‘The
Interface Showroom’ (2016)
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Oliver Heath Design, a leading industry design consultancy specialises in wellbeing
and biophilic design. Their project titled “The Interface Showroom’ (2016) aimed to
‘boost employee’s health and well-being, leading to improved productivity and
creativity’ (Heath, 2016). Heath developed this experience within the space featuring
natural lighting via rooflight, vertical standing green wall of plants and foliage,
cascades of running water providing sensory experiences, natural colour, pattern
and textures with natural stone veneer and pops of bright tropical fuchsia, carpet tiles
biomimicking forest paths and atomisers providing sensual scents of lemon and
palma rose to encourage productivity. His uses of natural colour, pattern and
textures within the space are key processes in which designers use to develop this
connection which this project explores in depth through naturally derived colour

palettes and textures developed from primary imagery and nature studies.

Many elements and attributes of Biophilic Design can be explored, further
reconnecting the designer and the viewer to nature through sustainable design
processes. Sustainable colour development is a huge factor within the print design
industry, especially when sourcing and making colours in a sustainable way. Before
19th Century pre-Industrial Revolution, natural dyeing was the primary technique
adding colour to fabric, sourcing and crafting dyes from plant dyes, animal dyes such
as cochineal (beetles) and mineral dyes. The physical act of foraging these dyes
allows for the maker to have a direct connection to nature, crafting not only the dye
but the relationship with nature. This process is extremely important in allowing us to
understand nature to then understand sustainable practice. Linking back to the
principles of Biophilic design, Biomimicry is a key design principle that designers use
to learn direct ‘lessons’ from nature, evaluating process and function. Benyus (1997

p.2) describes Biomimicry as a ‘Revolution’ stating: ‘unlike the industrial revolution,
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the Biomimicry Revolution introduces an era based not on what we can extract from

nature, but on what we can learn from her’.

From this, we can see the importance of not only developing a connection to nature
but to learn from what nature can provide for us and the industry for both wellness
and sustainable design processes. Michael Rakowitz’s “The Waiting Gardens of the
North’ illustrate wellness Figure 1: Oliver Heath Design ‘The Interface showroom’
(2016) through directly nurturing a community and creating an indoor garden ‘hub’.
Responding to the space, Rakowitz crafts this ‘garden’ to have natural light creating
a makeshift greenhouse, as well as growing plants and ingredients for harvesting.
Critically responding to the theme of wellbeing, this exhibition is extremely influential
for the act of reconnecting to nature by its use of space and craft. Rakowitz enables
a sense of wellness by his uses of natural material, light, and colour, directly allowing
the viewer to be surrounded by nature. Whyman (Art Review, 2023) describes
Rakowitz’s exhibition as an experience, ‘one is overwhelmed by the sensations in
play in the art: light and smell. The work makes it’s point by placing one first fully,
bodily within the space’.

Figure 2: Michael Rakowitz ‘The Waiting Gardens of the North’ (2023)
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These direct biophilic design principles within the exhibition not only allow for
connection within a space but allow the designer to push craft and hand rendered
processes to develop sustainable practices. ‘Reconnect to Nature’ responds to this
element of craft through its investigation of natural dye processes and bundle dyeing.
This process allows the designer to fully immerse themselves within nature,
extracting dye from dried flowers, cabbage, avocado skins and seeds, teas, and
dried wood. The crafted process of natural dyeing itself lets the designer connect to
nature through sensory principles such as smell and touch, physically being in touch
with the natural elements use to develop their process. The designer is able
stimulate wellness through this hand rendered/crafted process and the viewer can
gain wellness being surrounded within a ‘space’ that the artwork can mobilise visual
wellness through indirect principles of colour, texture, and pattern. Symbiotically,
‘Reconnect to Nature’ combines the act of sourcing and ‘learning’ from nature to
enable sustainable practice towards print design, as well as creating direct
connections to nature experiencing its sensorial qualities of light, smell, and touch.

Figure 3: Reconnect to Nature (2023)
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In relation to print design, | aim to create indirect links to nature to engage the viewer
and encourage visual wellness. Sam Falls, artist and photographer works intimately
with photography, working symbiotically with nature and its elements such as form,
natural tones, light, and texture. Capturing natural elements for the viewer, his
artwork is described to be ‘engrained with a sense of place indexical to the unique
environment of their creation while imbued with a universal sense of mortality’ (303
Gallery). Capturing natures growth and movement throughout his work, Falls can
capture ‘fundamentals of nature and the transience of life’ (303 Gallery) he invites
the viewer within a space that allows them to explore their own relationship with the
environment; our connection to the piece through exploring its transience through
colour palette, growth and transparency of forms, gradual weathering of natural

elements, he ‘interprets organic materials into new forms’ (Dries Van Noten, 2023).

Falls practice is key to the importance of reconnecting to nature; his encapsulation of
form and colour capturing the transience and growth of nature. Exploring varying
representations of nature weathering and growing, Falls can ‘create a dialogue
between art and nature that captures the essence of life represented in time and
space’ (Dries Van Noten, 2023). Working mostly outdoors intertwining nature directly
in his process, Falls has, put down canvases for about two weeks and finally dusted
them with pigments. These natural compositions were made by the falling flower
petals, wind, dye, and precipitation. It’s like my hand wasn’t involved. It's about
removing the human mediator from the natural world. I'm becoming an
environmentalist (Bomb Magazine 2023). The ‘environmentalist’ outlook on their
practice is prevalent to ‘Reconnect to Nature’ as the designer begins to consider
their impact on sustainable design processes. Much like Falls, this designer aims to

allow nature to primarily create the ‘natural compositions’ textures and mark making.
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Figure 4: Sam Falls ‘We are Dust and Shadow.’ moCa Cleveland (2023)

Critically evaluating my process, ‘Reconnect to Nature’ practically derives from
natural dyeing and bundle steam dyeing to achieve expressive, organic fabric
designs as well as painterly motif compositions created with organic natural inks. It
can be argued that these processes are both direct and indirect when encouraging
wellness in relation to Biophilic Design. The process of natural and bundle dyeing
itself outlines and highlights the physical connection to nature as the designer
forages physical natural forms and dyestuff to explore colour and pattern; being
directly at one with nature and its sensorial benefits such as touch and smell to
encourage direct wellness. From creating these, | not only feel the Figure 4: Sam
Falls ‘We are Dust and Shadow.’ benefits of directly engaging with nature to

encourage wellness but creates indirect design principles to stimulate the viewers
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wellness when visually engaging with the work. Visual stimuli such as organic colour
and texture is created when natural bundle dyeing, each form of dyestuff embeds
abstracted patterns with the natural fabric fibres when steamed, dependent on steam
time, fabric and dyestuff, the organic process is organic, spontaneous and relies on

nature itself to create an environmentalist ‘design’.

Through a variety of experimentations, ‘Reconnect to Nature’ is presented as a
collection of fabrics exploring hand rendered, sustainable processes of natural and
bundle dyeing. Each fabric is photographed as an individual and or collectively within
a natural space, this being Black Hall Rocks, Durham. Each fabric portrays a
physical craft of the process, it's lightfastness, layering, textural qualities, and
composition. The process, being instinctive, allows for originality and fluidity,

representing natures transience and growth around us.

‘Reconnect to Nature’ uses visual stimuli to enhance our connection to the natural
world, presenting sustainable, hand rendered processes to encourage naturally
friendly design processes towards the textile industry. The work aims to employ and
encourage a contemporary, hand rendered response to Fromm’s Biophilia
Hypothesis. From Fromm’s previous statement describing biophilia as ‘the
passionate love for life and all that is alive’ (1973, p.366) the act of encouraging
these bio-friendly processes for the conscious consideration of nature and
environment within the textile design industry can enable designer ‘wish to further
growth; whether in a person, a plant, an idea or a social group’ (1973, p.366). this act
of ‘passionate love’ for the natural world encourages response from an individual,
nature, and idea or collective group, encouraging the designer to reconnect
themselves and the viewer to the natural world symbiotically through process and

environment/space.

It is critical to discuss the importance of space in response to the theme of
‘wellbeing’ regarding the space this work will be presented for external view.

Capturing this work within a natural space, the context of this practice allows the
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work to be grounded; physically and visually allowing the work to be created by
nature and placed within nature itself. The body of work is seen to ‘grow’ from cliff
edges, submerged within waterfalls and rockpools, reacting with salt water to change
colour of the fabrics, allowing nature itself to manipulate indirect design processes.
Collaboratively, the designer and photographer try to embody nature’s beauty within
this collection; subtle organic colour combinations, layering of textures and form and
delicate, organic fibres represent the importance of how much nature has to offer the
design world. By allowing the design work to be in this natural environment, the
designer can provide visual wellness and reignites the importance of surrounding
oneself with the natural world, exposing the beauty the natural world has to

encourage wellness from within the design industry.

RECONNECT TO NATURE

NATURALLY DYED CABBAGE FABRIC BASES COTTON
MESH AND SILK BUNDLE DYED WITH CABBAGE, DRIED
HIBISCUS FLOWER, DRIED MARIGOLDS AND ONION
SKINS, COLOUR CHANGED IN SALTWATER

Figure 5: Extended Practice ‘Reconnect to Nature’ photobook p.9 (2023)
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Conclusion

Through contextual research and critical analysis, this thesis has discussed many
ways in which designers are able to investigate sustainable printed textile processes
stimulate wellbeing within a space. The essay has explored defining principles to
enhancing wellbeing, focusing on Biophilic Design Theory proposed by Erich Fromm.
This paper has discussed successful indirect experiences which can stimulate visual
wellbeing for the viewer through colour, pattern, and texture, as well as investigating
how designers and artists such as Oliver Heath and Michael Rakowitz have made
direct connections to nature through their ‘space’ in order to provide wellness
through physical, natural experiences such as plants, lighting and water. This
designer has been able to capture this within their practice through their investigation

into natural dyeing and a professional, collaborative shoot in the natural landscape.

To conclude, this thesis has determined the importance in sustainable practice to
provide wellness for both the designer and the viewer. The importance behind
experiencing the natural process behind sustainable craft is vital to the designer’s
individuality and expresses the ‘love and passion of all that is alive’ within their
process. ‘Reconnect to Nature’ aspires to project this ‘love’ and ‘passion’ for the
natural world, providing sustainable and stimulating creative practices to help

progress the textile industry and importance nature has in the design world.
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