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An indigo bath is a living thing. It has a pH reading, 
takes oxygen from the air and grows through a cycle of 
use and replenishment. All of the signs of its health show 
in the qualities of its physicality. It is a dye process that 
is constantly in a state of transition, often kept until it is 
spent beyond its means. This delicate life cycle must be 
monitored, stirred, tested, and fed to keep its vitals in 
balance. How it is built is concrete and yet mysterious- 
indigo dye stuff + an alkali + a reducing agent + water 
create a condition for the indigo dye molecules to 
become soluble in water and therefore able to adhere 
to cloth. As goods are dipped into an indigo vat they 
emerge not blue but green. Oxygen hits the fabric and 
oxidizes into the color we know as indigo. The blue that 
develops from this process exceeds its color each time it 
is dipped, evolving what is being dyed into a blue that 
can become so black it actually backs up to an aubergine 
purple. Balancing out the needs of this bath relies on a 
kinesthetic diagnosis by the dyer that surpasses the mere 
visual. They may dip their fingers in to feel the alkalinity 
of a bath or even taste it to measure imbalances. The 
resulting blues become the colors of tangibility and 
capacity, a timeline of process. 

(above) Blue and Brown, Symmetrically Reflected at Gap and Overlap, 94” x 240”, (7.8ft. 20ft.)  

2011, Indigo and black walnut dyed mop cotton and silk. Photo by: Rowland Ricketts 

(left) Ricketts’ hands

Rowland Ricketts’ work has been exhibited at the Textile Museum, Washington, DC; Cavin- Morris Gallery, New York; and 
Douglas Dawson Gallery, Chicago. He has been published in Textiles Now, FiberArts, Selvedge, Surface Design Journal, 
and Hand/Eye Magazine. He received his MFA from The Cranbrook Academy of Art and is an assistant professor in textiles 
at Indiana University’s Henry Radford Hope School of Fine Art.
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Rowland Ricketts III’s works are austere tributes to this 
blue. An installation of narrow cloth panels of varying 
depths are hung shoulder to shoulder, ensconced in the 
sound of its nature, a blue made audible. Raw, untwisted 
wool tufts hang along a wall floating in a perceived 
dip line, leaching color from a suggested bluer below. 
Weavings, made of abundant warp threads are held in 
place by an almost invisible weft, with selvages hung 
horizontally in service to a panorama of color. Made with 
an expanse that emphasizes the physical and peripheral, 
these linear drawings in all of their forms make for a sort 
of barcode of place and process. In all these works, the 
relationship blindness can have to extreme proximity 
is highlighted, revealing subtleties that only show at a 
distance and details that disappear up close. 

Rickett’s processes sit in complementary arenas that have 
seasons, beginning, and ends. All have varied potential 
outcomes under controlled circumstances- when one 
is dyeing they cannot see what is happening inside the 
bath. Likewise, as Ricketts farms, dyes, and weaves, he 
sits perpetually in the present tense, at the helm, steering 
the outcome into place. Central to this practice is a 
willingness to trust a kind of studied blindness in the 
face of process from farm to studio. What Ricketts is 
working towards in the end is not considered complete 
until it is installed in a space. His works are named 
demonstratively: Red Aligned and Centered, Yellow 
Moving Through- true to how traditional Japanese craft 
is often named, pointing simply to what the color or 
material has become and is doing.

At the heart of Rowland Rickett’s installations is the 
study of color as a location and a context; a state of 
place and being, a timeline of many actions and a 
cultivation of color that begins in the field and ends 
in installation, including all steps between as he shifts 
through farming, harvesting, dyeing, weaving, and 
installing. Though the demands of the process are 
elaborate; tilling, planting, transplanting, collecting, 
drying, raking, stamping, separating, piling, and 
composting, the viewer is given only the fruits of this 
labor—a force of steady meditative color, line and 
weight. The material at play has gravity, both literally 
in the way an elongated warp of oversized mop yarn 
weighs in its hang and in the humble gravity of a 
craft process that is deliberately slow. The work before 
the work is kept at bay to allow the blue to become 
everything it has the potential to be: contemplative, 
unfettered, measured, steady, and powerful. 

Christina P. Day

Christina P. Day is an adjunct professor of fiber at MICA 
and the University of the Arts, Philadelphia. She lives and 
works in Philadelphia. 

(above left) The Gradual Accumulation of Additional Layers or Matter, Installation, 

Dimensions variable, Indigo and sound. Collaboration with Norbert Herber. Photo by: 

Rowland Ricketts 

(left) Red Aligned and Centered, Yellow Moving Through, 144” x 90” (12ft.x7.5 ft.), 2011, 

Indigo, madder, and goldenrod dyed mop cotton, silk, plain weave. Photo by: Rowland Ricketts 

Past Present, Installation of indigo dyed karakul wool, Size: variable. Photo by: Rowland Ricketts 


